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Abstract 
 
“The teacher open to the mystery, open to the wonder, open to the questions is the 
one who can light the slow fuse of possibility even for the defeated ones, the bored 
ones, the deserted ones” (Greene, 2001, p.146).  
 
Musical development appears to progress in distinct and identifiable stages and music 
teachers have a role in facilitating the cognitive, emotional-artistic, and technical 
development that underpins the growth and expression of musical skill and knowledge 
(Bamberger, 1991; McAllister, 2009). For many young people, music teachers may indeed 
be the ones who light the fuse that ignites a passion for further engagement with music. 
However, even within a similar cohort of students with the same teacher and curriculum, 
some students succeed and others do not. This anomaly raises questions about the 
perceived decline in the engagement of young people with traditional forms of music 
activity (Sloboda, 2005, p. 361), and directs attention to other phenomena that may 
support persistence in music engagement.  
 
This thesis explores the ways in which positive early musical experiences may contribute 
to a sustained and lifelong engagement with music and, for some, the development of a 
career in music. The study uses a narrative inquiry approach to listen to, document and 
reveal the authentic lived experiences of six participants who have made some kind of 
music activity the focus of their career and/or employment for most of their adult lives. 
Conversations with these musicians revealed information that informs our understanding 
of best practice in music education. Part of the wider story told here includes that of the 
researcher, and the thesis documents relationships and shared experiences between the 
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researcher and the storytellers, and observations from working in the field over an 
extended period of time.  
 
This research has been influenced by sociological and educational frames of knowledge 
that emphasise early music education and, more specifically, the acquisition and 
development of music skills. The research employed a semi-structured interview (or 
conversation) approach framed by a narrative emphasis on the three-dimensional inquiry 
space of place, time and interaction. Inquiry focused on the following topics: musical 
beginnings and individual experiences; family contexts; music in communities; formal 
music learning experiences; and peak experiences in musical settings (Sloboda, 1991a). 
Themes that emerged from the conversations are investigated and they reveal some 
important considerations with regard to the socio-cultural contexts of musical learning and 
development. Identification and investigation of the emergent themes has shed light and 
new meaning on critical and global contextual aspects of childhood music experience such 
as teacher/student relationships, curriculum, modelling, motivation, purposeful practice 
and parental support. 
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CHAPTER 1: BEGINNING THE STORY 
 
Prelude 
Elizabeth had arrived for her violin lesson and before we started her mother handed 
me a book. “I think you’ll like this one. It’s a true story too.” I glanced quickly at the 
title Piano Lessons (2009), and I wondered momentarily why she thought I might be 
interested. I recognised the name of the author. Anna Goldsworthy is a very well-
known pianist from Adelaide but I didn’t know that she was also an author. I thought 
perhaps it might be another stock-standard biography written about someone who 
was really still too young to have a traditional biography written about them. At the 
end of the lesson, I thanked Elizabeth’s mother for the book and I promised that I 
would read it soon. 
  
At the time, I was working six days a week and the only materials that I had time to 
read were journal articles, text books, or music. At Elizabeth’s lesson the following 
week I made sure that the conversation didn’t come round to what I thought about 
the book and I had to keep that up for a few more weeks because I hadn’t made 
time to even read the brief reviews inside the front cover. I kept the book in my car, 
in case I needed to return it without much notice, and I knew that if it was there, I 
would be able to remember where I had left it. Finally, one day I was early for a 
meeting because the traffic hadn’t been as congested as I had anticipated and 
instead of picking up my phone to deal with a few emails while I was waiting, I 
picked up the book.  
 
Like all busy people, I started by reading the back cover which summarized the 
story within. It began with, “In this remarkable memoir, Anna Goldsworthy recalls 
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her first steps towards a life in music, from childhood piano lessons with a local jazz 
muso to international success as a concert pianist.” I read on, “As she discovers 
passion and ambition, and confronts doubt and disappointment…” and I didn’t want 
to go to the meeting at all but to find somewhere quiet to sit and read this book. I 
knew immediately why Elizabeth’s mother thought that I would like it. I had only 
recently enrolled in a PhD and this was exactly the kind of information that I wanted 
to access for my research. My idea was to talk to musicians about their memories of 
music and to ask them to recall events, activities, or even moments that may have 
lead them towards a career in music. Piano Lessons was an example of a 
successful musical journey and the kind of story that I wanted to tell. I emailed my 
supervisor, Liz, and wrote, “I think I’ve worked out how I’m going to do this.” 
 
1.1 Introduction  
 
 
As I begin to play our game, I look around the circle and see twenty-eight little faces, big 
smiles, and eyes focused on a demonstration of what they need to do to participate in the 
game. My five to nine-year olds sing, "I'm happy to meet you, I'm glad that you came" as 
they shake hands with their partner, find out their partner's name, and move on to meet 
someone new. They sing beautifully and everyone joins in, laughing when they find their 
way back to the partner they started with. There is no fear, no trepidation. For a first choral 
rehearsal for the year we have achieved a lot and as the children leave the room, several 
say, "that was fun". (Analytic Memo 18 February, 2012)  
 
I have long been fascinated by the way young children learn and, in particular, learning 
related to my first love - music. Early in my career, I chose a path as a music teacher in 
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primary and secondary schools before moving to teaching the educators who teach in 
those schools. However, I was increasingly drawn to explore music teaching in the early 
childhood age group, commonly thought of as being from birth to approximately seven 
years of age. An opportunity to study with an inspirational violin teacher who had 
developed a child-centred approach to string teaching for this age group, and the birth of 
my own children ignited my desire to focus my praxis as a violin teacher, and my 
research, in early childhood music education.  However, during postgraduate study in 
early childhood education, twelve years as the co-ordinator of a large and diverse early 
childhood music program, and conductor of a children’s choir, I had been continually 
confronted by an inner nagging voice asking, "What happens to all of these children who 
engage so happily in music activities at a young age?"  "How many of the children go on 
to learn a musical instrument?"  Also, "why do some children continue with music as they 
grow older and others abandon it?"  
 
As a result, the nature of children’s experiences of music in early childhood and the link to 
persistence in learning a musical instrument has become increasingly important to me. 
Therefore, an underlying premise in this work is that music is valuable in its own right, is 
worth researching and should be an important aspect of every child’s educational 
journey. Paul Evans, in his doctoral dissertation completed in 2009, reports that “a large 
portion of students engage in music learning activities in school, but relatively few enter 
adult life with musical competencies that enable ongoing and rewarding participation in 
music activities” (p. ii). Evans quotes research and statistics that substantiate his claim 
that "although extensive consumption of music may be near ubiquitous in the population, 
the number of people who actually enter adult life with basic music competencies and a 
belief in their capacity to engage in active music making is relatively low" (p. 1). Anecdotal 
evidence gained from conversations with my adult friends and colleagues supports this 
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claim, with many people also expressing their disappointment at not being able to display 
overt skills of music performance.  
Intermezzo  
The lunch had been delicious. My friend Chris is a great cook and a wonderful host 
and she often invites friends around to her home for Sunday lunch. I always accept 
the invitation because inevitably the company and conversation are as good as the 
food. Chris is an artist and an educator and we met when we worked together in a 
university arts department. I always admired her comprehensive knowledge of all of 
the arts areas and I was aware that she had learnt the piano when she was a child. 
She has a wide circle of friends who have varied backgrounds, and sitting around 
the table that day was a painter, a sculptor, a barrister, a theatre producer, a 
business manager, and myself. I had only met two of the guests before and 
unsurprisingly the topic of conversation turned to what everyone ‘did’ for a living. 
“I’m a musician,” I said when I was asked, and I was immediately hit with a volley of 
responses such as “Oh, I wish I could play a musical instrument.”  
 
I was secretly thinking, “yes, I wish I could too”, as I had been struggling with the 
fact that my academic life had gradually taken over my instrumental practice time, 
and that my employer didn’t count artistic practice as an aspect of workload. I still 
played the violin for pleasure and to maintain some of the skills that I had spent 
forty years developing, but there was no way that I could make myself available for 
performances without being able to devote three to four hours a day to practising. 
However, I really did understand what my fellow guests meant because it was a 
common response when people discovered my profession. As it turned out, every 
person around that lunch table had learnt a musical instrument during their 
childhood but none of them had continued playing beyond their teenage years. 
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Everyone offered reasons for their ‘demise as a musician’ as someone called it, but 
I later left Chris’s place with more questions than answers.  
 
My interest in the notion of persistence or avoidance in music education led me to reflect 
on my own experiences of learning the violin as a young child to try to understand why I 
had continued with lessons throughout my school years when many of my peers had given 
up. I went on to study music at tertiary level and make music my career, something I still 
reflect on because of my negative memories of violin tuition in my youth.  My 
overwhelming memory of learning the violin is one of fear. Fear of being berated, of being 
shouted at, and even of being hit by my teacher. Why didn’t I quit? I certainly never 
became accustomed to the abuse and still remember it vividly some forty years later. I 
needed to examine my recollections further.  
 
I don’t remember a time when I didn’t have music in my life. I was the fifth of seven 
children, all of my elder brothers and sisters played at least one musical instrument and so 
I thought that was the norm for everyone. My mother played the piano and had a beautiful 
singing voice and at family gatherings the whole extended family of aunts, uncles, cousins, 
and anyone else who was there, would join in the community singing around the piano. I 
happily sang and played the piano and guitar with my siblings. I sang in my school choir, 
which had regular performances and I played percussion instruments in the school band. 
However, going to violin lessons, during primary and secondary school, filled me with 
trepidation even when I knew that I had practised and was well-prepared for each class. 
The teacher I had during that time had a reputation for being mean and she certainly lived 
up to that. It was embarrassing to go back to my classroom in tears and the bruises that 
came up a couple of days after each lesson were difficult to hide. So, why didn’t I give up 
the violin when it was such an unpleasant experience?  
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It occurred to me that for the first two years that I was learning the violin I had another 
teacher – a caring and gentle person. I began learning when I was six years old with a 
group of children from my class at school. The teacher was enthusiastic, kind, and 
encouraging and I loved going to my lessons with my friends. My violin was new and shiny 
and I can still remember how it smelled – wonderful. Even though the curriculum was 
basic, I progressed quickly and was rewarded by being offered individual lessons with the 
same teacher. In addition, I was encouraged at home and approximately two years after I 
began learning I was able to join the school orchestra and play alongside very experienced 
musicians who mentored me, even if they weren’t aware of it. When I reflect on it now, I 
realise that I had a privileged environment in which to start my tuition. However, with my 
progress and burgeoning passion for the instrument, I had to be ‘passed on’ to the other 
teacher who was further up my school’s hierarchy of teachers. I learnt from that teacher 
because I didn’t think there was another option, but I sought support and encouragement 
outside my private tuition environment as a source of motivation to continue.  
 
Could it be that the ‘beliefs and values’ that I had absorbed in my early childhood and 
nascent violin tuition assisted me to weather the storm of my later experiences? Was I just 
lucky that I found an instrument that I liked? Was it my family circumstances that 
contributed to my persistence? I was aware that there were other people who had negative 
experiences similar to my own because of passing comments that were often made, so 
why did I persist when they gave up? So many questions.  
 
Thus began my journey to examine some of the many influences at play in the voyage 
through music education, in particular, in instrumental tuition and specialised programs 
such as choirs and ensembles. I have continued to have contact with my mentor Géza 
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Szilvay, a very distinguished violin teacher who specialises in teaching young children. His 
advice and insight was always so helpful that I wondered if it might also be enlightening to 
understand something of his own experience of music education in his formative years. I 
extrapolated that these experiences must have influenced his choice of career that has 
remained the same now for over fifty years. Conversations with other successful musicians 
convinced me that there was a wealth of important and interesting information to be found 
in the stories of peoples' personal experiences of music education, and that this may be a 
way of finding out ‘what works’ in positive music education experience. 
 
1.2 Contextualising the research  
Since 1999, I have had the privilege of teaching young children within the structure of two 
amazing programs that offer developmental music education for children from 
approximately four months of age to the end of high school. The programs lead from early 
childhood music classes to vocal and instrumental tuition and to the opportunity to be part 
of age and stage appropriate instrumental and choral ensembles. Even though these 
programs are outstanding, they are sadly only for a privileged few as they operate under a 
user-pays system, which is considered expensive. For parents who make the decision to 
enrol their children in these programs and other similar ones, it is a significant financial 
outlay each year that is usually an ongoing expense. The families that I worked with 
placed a high value on their children's music education.  
 
There is no doubt that music is valued in Australian society, and Evans (2009) quotes 
commercial and academic research that attests to the involvement of people in enjoying 
music activities in Australia, and the buoyancy of the economy related to the music 
industry. However, as Evans (2009) found, and Howard Gardner had already expressed 
in 1983, despite an openness to music education in early childhood years, most people 
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become content to "participate in the arts as members of an audience" (p. 88). One 
reason for this phenomenon may be that the practice of music is more about the re-
enactment of ideas rather than the making of ideas (Witkin, 1974) and so music is, in fact, 
created twice. It is first created by a composer and then re-created by a performer who 
must possess the necessary pre-requisite skills in order to be successful. Even the 
seemingly creative act of composing or writing music is constrained by the need to 
understand the underlying language of music, and the emergence of new technologies 
has not completely erased the need for some subject specific knowledge. A person's 
ability to participate in music making is therefore "gratified only to the extent that he can 
master the enactment of the musical ideas of others sufficiently to interpret them" (Witkin, 
1974, p. 120). In my experience, with few opportunities in our schools to develop 
executant music skills and necessary knowledge, the gulf between ‘those who can’ and 
‘those who can't’ just gets wider.  
 
Gone are the days when the skill of singing or playing a musical instrument was passed 
on through family ties as a typical part of a child's upbringing, and instead, there seems to 
be a perception "that musical expertise is taught and acquired with great difficulty" 
(Sloboda, 1991b, p. 156) and that one must possess some special talent in order to 
participate in music making. Witkin (1974, p. 126) even suggests that some teachers 
contribute to a prevailing view that children must be brought to the "shrine" of music 
where an elite or talented group are admitted to a "paradise where only the musical may 
enter". While no one would deny the effort that goes into learning and practising a 
musical instrument, the sense of awe that so often surrounds the ability to perform music 
can be an obstacle which prevents people from even trying. Therefore, anything that can 
influence the retention and success of students in instrumental and vocal tuition programs 
would contribute to knowledge in this field.  
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As a parent, grandparent, teacher educator, and teacher in a beginner music program, 
the question of accountability in music education became a strong theme for me. I want 
to be able to engage my teacher education students in music education, to allay their 
fears about teaching a subject that is very often unfamiliar to them, and to offer them 
accessible music education activities. The families in my children’s programs deserve 
value for money also, and so I was drawn to research ideas that might ensure a high 
quality and, more importantly, an effective experience for the children who engaged with 
my teaching. Consequently, the nature of children’s experiences of music and the link to 
persistence in learning a music instrument became of particular interest to me. Although 
anyone can enjoy music as entertainment, I suspect that if we equip children with the 
skills and knowledge to produce and enjoy music for themselves that this will surely be a 
foundation on which they will continue to build. Another motivating factor for me was that 
after years of teaching children, I knew that the more successful my student was the 
more enthusiastic I was about teaching them. I therefore surmised that if I could ensure a 
quality experience for my students, we would have a win-win situation.  
  
Musical expertise appears to grow in distinct and identifiable stages and music teachers 
have a role in facilitating the cognitive, emotional-artistic and technical development that 
underpins the growth and expression of musical expertise. However, even within a similar 
cohort of students with the same teacher and curriculum, some succeed and others do 
not. Clearly, not everyone who learns a musical instrument wants to become a 
professional musician, but I wanted to know how I could assist my students to attain any 
musical aim that they set for themselves. With reference to this context, I was hopeful 
that the stories of successful musicians' formative experiences would provide me with rich 
information that might inform the journey towards persistent engagement with music.   
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1.3 Positioning the research  
 
 
I open the door of my teaching studio and Jonathon (aged eight) comes running in with his 
violin tucked under his arm. "Look, I've got a new violin," he says, and in seconds it is out 
of the case and thrust forward for me to look at. I should probably suggest that he slow 
down and be more careful but he is so excited that I don't want to spoil the moment.  It's 
not really a new violin but a second-hand one that is in fact a little shabby. It needs new 
strings and the bow needs replacing but he is thrilled with it and can't wait to play. I 
thought about it afterwards and realised that I hadn't asked him what he loved so much 
about his violin. I must remember to ask him next time because I'd like to think that he 
might feel the same way about playing the violin in several years’ time. (Analytic Memo 25 
February, 2012) 
 
I began writing about my experiences of teaching music as a means of reflecting on my 
teaching practice and of identifying and analysing ‘peak experiences’ that may contribute 
to the success of my programs. John Sloboda (1991b, p. 166) identifies peak 
experiences in music as "unusual and deeply rewarding experiences of a complex 
emotional/intellectual character". He claimed (1991b) that people who had peak 
experiences in music were more likely to follow musical pursuits for the rest of their lives, 
perhaps as the result of the development of intrinsic motivation that comes into play as 
the child gets older and faces more challenges. I will elaborate on the notion of peak 
experience in chapter two. My reflections and memos, such as the one above, 
documented joyous occasions (playing at workshop class), moments (I have a new 
violin), revelations (I can do it on my own), relationships (Daddy and I did it together) and 
provided one focus for my research.  
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The research discussed in this thesis has been influenced by sociological and 
educational frames of knowledge that emphasise early music education and, more 
specifically, the acquisition and development of music skills. However, as I pursued my 
investigation, I was reminded of the following quote from McPherson and Davidson, "Of 
the skills required to learn a musical instrument, no single factor appears to dominate the 
current research literature" (2002, p. 142). When taken out of context, this seems to be 
an indictment of research into music instrument instruction, but the quote is in line with 
my experience that there is no individual, particular influence that is an indicator of future 
success in the learning of a musical instrument. Rather, as McPherson and Davidson 
(2002) found in their interviews with mothers and children, there is a combination of many 
influences that need to be investigated together. By using narrative inquiry approaches 
for my research, I have chosen to remain open to considering multiple stimuli on the 
development of musical skills and knowledge by listening to the stories of those who have 
successfully made music their focus over a long period of time. Some ideas that are 
explored in the literature review of this thesis are ones that I have identified from my 
extensive experience as a teacher, and others are guided by studies that have preceded 
mine. Fortunately, the narrative interview allows the researcher to bring to light insights 
that come from conversations with storytellers.  
 
Of particular interest in my research has been the work of music psychologist, John 
Sloboda who first came to prominence in this field after the publication of his book, The 
Musical Mind: The Cognitive Psychology of Music, in 1985. During his career, Sloboda 
has brought attention to many influences in the development of music performance skills. 
In 2005, in Exploring the Musical Mind, he retrospectively identified from his previous 
writings, four main areas of study: cognitive processes, emotion and motivation, talent 
and skill development, and the function of music in everyday life and culture. While many 
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music researchers were content to concentrate on the acquisition of executant skills, 
Sloboda opened our eyes to other processes that are present when developing musical 
skills.  
 
My research takes a holistic view of influences on the development of music skills and 
knowledge, and John Sloboda and his collaborators, who include Michael Howe, Jane 
Davidson, Susan O’Neill, Anders Ericsson and Andreas Lehmann, offer insights that 
inform my work. Of course, there are many others researching in similar fields, and I will 
mention some of these also in this section, but Sloboda is acknowledged as having led the 
way in understanding the psychological framework for development in music performance. 
He is internationally known for his work on the psychology of music and holds positions as 
Emeritus Professor at Keele University, honorary Professor of Music at Royal Holloway 
University, London, and Visiting Research Fellow at the Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama, London. He is a recipient of several prestigious awards and he is the author of 
over 150 publications in the field of music psychology. Sloboda’s writings make perfect 
sense to me and align with the beliefs that I have formed from education and experience. 
In his early publications, Sloboda focused significantly on the processes involved in the 
mechanics of music. For example, in 1988, he published on the generative processes 
involved in composing, improvising and performing, but later his work expanded to include 
emotional responses to music, the development of performance with sensitivity, the origins 
of musical ability, and cultural differences as determinants of success. More recently, he 
has published in and edited Music and Emotion: Theory, Research, Applications (2010), in 
which he notes the enormous interest of researchers and others in how music affects 
human emotions and the mystery of how emotional responses are triggered.  
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Through my own teaching practice, I have become aware that there is a lot more to 
learning an instrument and performing well, than simply reading the notes from a page 
and making a sound on the instrument. I have come to realise that I also need to consider 
additional matters such as opportunity; support for learning; relationships between the 
teacher, pupil and parent; the type of curriculum used; practice; performance 
opportunities and more. Teachers sometimes acknowledge these influences but don’t 
have time to think about or act on them because of the pressure to learn the technical 
aspects of the instrument. There is also the emotional link that I mentioned at the 
beginning of this section. Sloboda's research provided a framework within which I could 
explore the socio-cultural contexts of musical development, and perhaps challenge 
established norms. The following brief story is reproduced from my analytic memo of 26 
March 2013 and gives some insight into the world of many instrumental teachers.  
 
 
“Please have your violin ready for me to tune, and after I have tuned it, place it under 
your chair with your bow.” Nine little faces looked back at me quizzically and I’m not sure 
that some of them actually knew which object was the violin and which one was the bow. 
Two boys had forgotten to get the bow out of their cases so they went off to retrieve 
them, and one boy had forgotten to bring his violin altogether. “Okay Leo. You can come 
and help me.” By the time everyone was seated and I had tuned eight cheap and cheerful 
violins and adjusted the shoulder rests, I had already lost seven minutes of the short, 
twenty minutes’ lesson. What made anyone think that this could be successful? 
 
I had been asked to start a group violin teaching program that would involve 
approximately forty grade two boys at a private school. The principal had bought forty 
violins (the size of them seemed irrelevant) and forty books, and the program was meant 
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to showcase the diverse educational opportunities that the school was able to offer in 
their new early childhood facility. The administrators had already determined that I would 
be able to teach twenty children at the same time without an assistant – after all, the 
classroom teacher has to do that – and then they would only need to pay me for one hour 
for two classes. When I suggested that they might like to find someone else for the job 
they agreed to allow me to teach nine boys at a time, but for a shorter period. That was 
as small as they were prepared to go for a class size. I hadn’t experienced group 
teaching before and so I wanted to see if I could make it work. There was the expectation 
of a public concert at the end of the second term and so obviously, I had to focus on 
having everyone prepared technically to be able to play at least something by that time. It 
felt unnatural to me to teach this way. We had to focus on playing something that 
sounded OK, not beautiful; the pressure of time meant that we could not enjoy the music, 
but just make sounds; the children were like strangers to me and it was rare to be able to 
offer personal attention to anyone; the parents were largely unaware of what the children 
were learning in their violin lessons and despite being invited to observe their child’s 
lesson, they didn’t. Did I engage the boys in their music education? Did any of them 
continue in music? I don’t know.  
 
The teaching of musical instruments has probably been slower to change to modern 
educational philosophy than the teaching of classroom music because many instrumental 
teachers tend to teach their pupils the way that they were taught themselves. Witkin 
(1974) and, more recently, Mills and Smith (2003) found that one of the greatest 
impediments to change in music education is the music teacher's own training and 
traditions. Unless there is a substantial intervention such as teacher training, an 
instrumentalist has little choice but to fall back on memories of how they were taught, and 
for the most part, the parents of children learning an instrument don’t know enough to 
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make judgements about the quality of the teaching on offer. The stereotypical role of 
musician-as-teacher that is encouraged by music schools that reward performance 
activities and not teaching, may not allow for potential instrumental teachers to question 
the influence of their prior experience and to open their minds to new ideas (Roberts, 
1991).  
 
Sloboda, and others, provide a platform from which to discuss more than the purely 
technical requirements of the instrument. This is especially relevant in the teaching of 
young children, and due to research such as that mentioned here and pioneers such as 
Shinichi Suzuki (1983), attitudes changed during the latter half of the twentieth century 
and it became more acceptable to introduce younger children to musical instruments. The 
traditional approach to beginning instrumental music instruction was to wait until the child 
was ‘old enough’ to begin lessons. ‘Old enough’ included physical size as well as 
intellectual maturity or the ability to understand complex music concepts. Suzuki and 
Zoltan Kodaly (1882 - 1967) advocated for the simplification of concepts in order for 
younger children to participate in music lessons.  
 
With Irene Deliege, Sloboda (1996) researched the origins and development of musical 
competence in the early childhood years and the influence of the mother-baby bond on 
this development. Suzuki had already used this close bond in his violin teaching 
philosophy during the 1970s, and capitalised on it in the philosophy behind his ‘mother-
tongue’ teaching methods. However, the strong mother/baby/child influence had not 
received a lot of attention in general approaches to instrumental tuition. Wood and 
Middleton (1975), had already concluded that the mother had a very strong influence on 
children's learning, and Hair (1997) re-emphasised that "early musical intervention of 
parents and caregivers…[has] been found to be important in the musical development of 
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the child" (p. 26), but few practitioners incorporated such strong evidence into their 
teaching.  
 
Creech and Hallam (2003) investigated teacher-pupil-parent relationships in the learning 
process in terms of the quality of personal and professional satisfaction, enjoyment of 
music, and musical achievement. Hargreaves (1989) had looked at age-related changes 
in artistic behaviour and how these affected progress in instrumental performance, and 
Mills and Smith (2003) interviewed 134 instrumental teachers and asked them to recall 
the strengths and weaknesses of the teaching that they had personally experienced as 
students as a basis for the planning of professional development. Moore, Burland and 
Davidson (2003) explored the relative importance of social-environmental factors during 
critical periods of children’s musical development. They brought together data from 257 
children and conducted a follow-up study with twenty children some eight years later to 
gauge the influence of parents, teachers and peers in the development of music 
performance skills. Many have written about the role of practice in achieving expertise 
(Colvin, 2008; Ericsson, Ralf & Tesch-Romer, 1993; Levitin, 2006; Sloboda, 1996; Syed, 
2010) and research continues into the type of practice that leads to the best results.  
 
Research to date has contributed to our understanding of the development of music 
performance skills and the value that is placed on the outcomes of music programs 
across a wide variety of participants. However, my interest is in the perspectives of those 
who persisted with music education and who have devoted a substantial part of their lives 
to a music career of some kind. The musicians that I have talked to are not famous, nor 
have they received lucrative financial rewards in their chosen career. By asking them to 
reflect on their personal experiences of music, I hope to understand some of the 
influences that may have contributed to their development. What lit the fire?  
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1.4 The research relationship  
“That moment when you feel the spark of inspiration ignite, and your entire world catches 
fire” (Grohl, 2017, p. xii). I didn’t take the title of this thesis from this quotation but when I 
found it some three years after deciding on my title, I was excited that someone else felt 
the same way as I do about being inspired to make music. I don't think I ever consciously 
set out to become a violin teacher or a music lecturer at a university. I've learnt later in my 
life that one is supposed to set goals and consciously work towards them every day, but all 
those years ago I had the very Australian attitude of ‘she'll be right’. As a teenager, I had 
explored many different career options, and although music was a valued activity in my 
large family, none of my elder brothers and sisters had chosen a career path that included 
music in any way. I went through typical phases of wanting to be a nurse or a hairdresser, 
and at one stage I explored the idea of becoming a music librarian with an employer such 
as the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. In Year eleven, I made a decision to study 
law, and that seemed the best path until a long illness in year twelve caused me to miss 
months of school, which consequently affected my tertiary entrance score. Since a lower 
score than I had expected meant no scholarship to study at university, I had to consider 
other options. 
 
In year twelve, I was having violin lessons and had recently completed sixth grade in the 
Australian Music Examinations Board (AMEB) examination system. I had done well so all 
I had to do to credit ‘Music’ on my Senior Certificate was to complete the music theory 
requirement. With that done, I felt that I had a few more options in terms of tertiary study. 
At the same time, I was also a member of the Queensland Youth Orchestra with its 
charismatic conductor, John Curro. John's love of music was infectious and I was 
surrounded by other young people who wanted to do the same thing as I did – to make 
wonderful music in a vibrant orchestra – and so a life as a musician started to emerge as 
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a viable possibility. It also helped that the Federal Labour Government of the time was 
very supportive of the arts in general and, for example, salaries for orchestral musicians 
were on a par with other professional employment. Being a musician held good 
prospects. In the 1970s and 1980s, I don’t think any of us involved in the music business 
foresaw a time when the arts would once again have to fight for its existence in political 
and educational arenas.  
 
I auditioned for the Conservatorium of Music, was offered a scholarship, and I accepted a 
place in a four years’ Bachelor of Arts in Music Education degree. Like most students 
undertaking a music degree, I really did think that I was going to become a famous 
violinist, but coming from a conservative family who instilled in me the need for security, I 
chose the music education path. During the first two years of the course, the curriculum 
was the same as for the performance degree and so there was every opportunity to 
develop performance skills and to perform in the many concerts that took place at the 
Conservatorium. I was still playing in the Youth Orchestra, and determined to secure a 
place in the top group with my friends and a good position in the violin section, I practised 
diligently so that I could do well at the auditions. The competition was intense because 
the youth orchestra had announced that it would undertake its first overseas tour to the 
International Festival of Youth Orchestras that would be held in Switzerland. I was 
motivated to be part of that tour and I made it. I had piano lessons and individual voice 
lessons for the first time in my life, which made me think I might like to become a singer 
as well. The performance aspect of my music education was dominant and I admired my 
friend Mark who, at the end of our first year, changed from the music education degree to 
a performance degree. He is only now, in his sixties, starting to wind back his 
international performance and recording career and focus again on teaching. I find it 
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fascinating that his first instinct to study teaching has been bubbling away under his 
sparkling performance career all this time.  
 
In the third and fourth years of the music education degree, I had to focus more on the 
teacher education component, which I really enjoyed, but it was at the expense of my 
practice time and availability for chamber music and orchestral rehearsals. And then it 
happened…I started hearing from the people, who I thought were my friends and 
colleagues, variations of George Bernard Shaw’s words from his play, Man and 
Superman: “those who can, do; and those who can’t, teach.” Those words, from a work of 
fiction written in 1903 (I didn’t know that at the time), are a cruel indictment of all teachers 
and were powerful enough to make me question my image of self as a performing 
musician and a teacher. I still struggle with it now. I had always thought that it was 
possible, no necessary, to be both, but performance music and control of an instrument 
has continued to be foregrounded in music curricula and in the perceptions of the general 
public.  
 
Witkin began investigating this problem in 1974, which is coincidentally the year I 
graduated from my first degree. I embarked on my teaching career the following year, 
and no matter how much I believed in what I was doing, I still felt less able than my peers 
who had pursued performance careers. It didn’t even seem to matter that I had a job and 
they didn’t. Witkin found that the greatest impediment to change in music education was 
the way music teachers were trained: “One of the problems is that the music teacher is 
usually himself trained from the point of view of the instrumentalist” (1974, p. 120). 
Roberts identified the same problem in 1991 and my instinct and observation indicates 
that the same would be true now. Roberts (1991) found that because of the training that 
takes place in tertiary institutions, music teachers are more concerned with “’being a 
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musician’ than perhaps a science or history teacher may be concerned about ‘being a 
scientist or historian’” (p. 32). He also argues that the meaning of the word ‘musician’ is 
often socially constructed and heavily based on the expectations of others. He posits that, 
“Students who have their musician identity threatened by a lack of positive societal 
reaction from a perceived important audience, such as peers or professors, 
experience…misery and anguish” (p. 34).  
 
I think I am still struggling with my professional identity and I tend to ‘sit on several 
fences’ simultaneously. After only a short time as a teacher, I went on to study violin 
performance at the Tasmanian Conservatorium of Music and successfully completed 
another four year degree. I loved it but the call of education was still there. That is 
probably what prompted me to study at the Kodaly Institute in Hungary and then combine 
all of my interests by studying Colourstrings™ Violin. Apart from a break while I 
completed my Master’s degree, I have taught Colourstrings™ Violin for thirty-six years. 
As the person who brought Colourstrings™ to Australia and who introduced many current 
teachers to the philosophy over a long period, I have felt quite comfortable in my identity 
as ‘Ms Colourstrings™’ or in some cases, ‘Grandma Colourstrings™’. However, at a 
recent string teachers’ event, my identity was once again questioned when someone who 
was talking to me about Colourstrings™ said, “But, you’re just a researcher now, aren’t 
you?”  
 
1.5 Purpose of the research  
While this study grew out of a personal quest for knowledge to inform my teaching praxis, 
research such as this has the power to contribute to educational philosophy and practice 
by activating conversation and prompting examination of established thinking. While 
narrative research does not set out to answer a specific question or to quantify reactions to 
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questions, it does provide a space for those conversations, and for questioning to occur. It 
is my belief that educational research should challenge and transform, perhaps inspire and 
empower as well. The conversations that I had with my musician friends are enlightening 
and inspirational and provide a unique insight into the development of each person's 
musical life. While each person's recorded experience is unique, the combined knowledge 
contributes richly to our understanding of best practice in teaching music. I hope also that, 
by reflecting on their own early involvement in music, each of my interviewees has 
perceived this experience to be as enriching as I have.  
 
This research relates to the formative experiences of six people who have pursued 
careers in their chosen field of music. The narratives presented here endeavour to give 
voice to their experiences and to reveal some of the influences that make up the contexts 
within which these people began and continued their music education. Insights gained 
may contribute knowledge to one of the main aspirations of this research, which is to 
understand environments and conditions that contribute to success in music 
development.  
 
1.6 Overview of the thesis  
In this thesis, I am seeking to understand the way in which early musical experiences may 
contribute to a sustained and lifelong engagement with music. The focus question for this 
study, “What stories do musicians tell us about their formative musical experiences?” was 
further framed by the following sub-question: “How have these experiences shaped the 
characteristics, beliefs and goals of the participant’s current self?” The questions guided 
me through research for the literature review in chapter two and also directed my thinking 
in the construction of leading questions for conversations with the musicians. The literature 
review clusters around two main topics, socio-cultural influences both within and outside 
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the home, and issues related to how someone becomes a musician. These topics are 
compatible with Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) notion of a three-dimensional narrative 
inquiry space, that I will discuss in more detail in chapter three, which outlines the 
methodology adopted for this thesis. Clandinin and Connelly propose that this space 
consists of three elements: temporality (time); situation (place); and the personal and 
social (interaction) that allows inquiry to move “inward, outward, backward, forward, and 
(be) situated within place” (2000, p. 49).  
 
Chapter four introduces the characters in my story and each of them is a storyteller in 
their own right. It is their stories that have provided me with the rich information that I 
have relayed in the thesis. Chapters five, six, and seven investigate the meanings in the 
narratives that I collected by grouping the findings under three broad themes 
foreshadowed in the research question and the stimulus/discussion questions that I 
prepared for the conversations with my storytellers. In chapter five, I discuss identified 
influences that came from within the home of each interviewee. The chapter looks at the 
context of family life as well as significant people close to each musician such as a 
mother, father, siblings, and/or grandparents who were identified as being pivotal 
influences. In chapter six, I look for meaning in stories from outside of the family sphere. I 
include discussion of music education systems, relationships with teachers, and music 
making in community settings as significant stimuli in persistence with music activity.  
 
Chapter seven explores Sloboda’s (1991b) notion of peak experience as a catalyst for 
continued engagement with music making. In my stimulus questions, I had included a 
question about memorable experiences in music under the heading of ‘Musical 
beginnings and individual experiences’, however, I never needed to ask the question. 
Each storyteller related at least one peak experience from their formative years without 
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prompting and it was significant to me that these responses were unsolicited. In the final 
chapter, I present a narrative that emphasises the interconnectedness of musicians and 
their shared experiences and I bring together the threads of my research project. While 
this narrative re-tells the stories of six musicians, their stories intertwine with mine and so 
this thesis is as much about my own musical development and life work as it is about 
theirs. Our stories indeed move “inward, outward, backward, forward” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 49) and they create images of times and places that have contributed 
to our current selves.  
 
Coda  
When I began this research journey I was confident in my knowledge of the subject matter 
and I even felt, to some extent, that I knew how I wanted to conduct my research. I had 
observed many of my work colleagues as they completed their PhDs, I had taken on board 
all of their advice, and as an avid reader I had immersed myself in methodology books, 
research papers, and borrowed copies of doctoral theses. I had even had preliminary 
discussions with my prospective supervisor who I knew specialised in my chosen narrative 
research methodology, but for some reason I couldn’t move forward on actually enrolling in 
my PhD. I blamed my heavy workload for my inability to progress to enrolment and I 
started convincing myself that with two undergraduate degrees, a postgraduate diploma, 
and a research masters, that I didn’t need a PhD. However, my employer begged to differ 
with me, and rightly so. In ‘encouraging’ me to take the next step, I was forced to examine 
my reluctance to embark on the journey.  
 
After much soul searching, I realised that I was afraid of writing. It seems impossible that 
this could be the case when I have spent many years as an academic at a university and I 
was a teacher prior to that but, even though I have had to write for all sorts of reasons 
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because of my type of employment, I’ve never felt comfortable about it. I have noticed that 
what might take someone else ten minutes to write, I agonise over for half an hour and 
then go back and write it again. Writing my Master’s thesis was difficult, and that 
experience had made me avoid continuing on to writing a PhD thesis. It became a huge 
metaphorical mountain that I thought I couldn’t climb. I’m not sure where the fear came 
from but perhaps someone told me at some stage that I was a bad writer or criticised 
some work that I had produced. Maybe I wasn’t encouraged to write or there might have 
been too much emphasis on the technical aspects of writing a story. I started to 
understand exactly how children might feel if someone ridicules their efforts at music 
making or they are simply never given the opportunity to engage with music. 
  
The interesting thing is that I have always thought of teaching as being exactly like 
storytelling. The more interesting the story is, the more likely it is that students will engage 
with the characters and the content of the story. I decided to take my own advice. I often 
say to my students, “you learn to write by writing,” and so I started writing. I wrote down 
personal stories, and analytical memos. I wrote about events and experiences and then I 
was able to attempt to synthesise and relay the stories that I had collected. A lot of my 
writing ended up in the trash but a lot of it made it into this thesis.  I am so pleased that I 
faced my fear.  
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CHAPTER 2: BEHIND THE QUESTIONS 
 
2.1 Introduction  
Narrative research is primarily concerned with collecting and telling stories of individuals in 
relation to particular events, circumstances, or experiences in order to learn more about 
those phenomena. Typically, narrative practice does not focus on a literature review as a 
starting point for the research (Riessman, 2008b; Wells, 2011), but the researcher expects 
to uncover themes, ideas and meaning in the course of the conversations that are entered 
into. In some cases, and when not much is known about a topic, the uncovering of themes 
and ideas through narrative inquiry can lead to the identification of questions that warrant 
further research (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008). However, for the purposes of presenting a 
comprehensive PhD thesis, it is absolutely appropriate to explore here the context in which 
my research is situated and to identify existing issues related to lifelong engagement with 
music. A review of literature can help to define a topic and to focus the research by 
providing a conceptual framework which may inform the research question. A review of 
literature can also be a story in itself as it represents the journeys of others that have come 
before and documents the motivations, discoveries, and innovations that have resulted 
from their stories.  
 
As a teacher of music for some forty years it would be unusual if I hadn’t developed some 
opinions or formulated some hypotheses about why people continue to engage with 
music throughout their lives, and pursue careers as musicians. I have taught violin to 
more than 100 students and if I count all of the pupils that I have taught in the context of 
music education in general, it would run into thousands. Not all of them have become 
musicians, but many have. I sometimes wonder if I influenced them. Was it the 
methodology or curriculum that I used? I’m not sure. In the case of children that I have 
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taught, I knew from experience that if the parents or other close relatives were supportive 
and they invested in the child’s persistence and development that the child would be 
more likely to continue to learn. Was this the case for people who have made music their 
career, or did they simply work hard and develop the necessary skills to advance? There 
are also researchers who propose that a successful musician has become so because 
they possess some special gift or talent. Is this a valid assumption? There are so many 
questions.  
 
Helmut Moog (1976) observed that within the considerable range of literature on child 
development in general, “references to the musical development of children are rare, both 
in the standard manuals and in the more specialised researches” (p. 38). Moog referred 
also to Blessinger (1929, in Moog 1976) who had observed some fifty years earlier that 
there was a need for case studies of the musical behaviour of individual children, and of 
children in family groups in order to understand how musical knowledge and skills 
develop. The notion of understanding children’s musical development, not just as 
individuals but also within the context of families and other social structures, is of 
particular interest to this study, and fortunately research in this area has expanded in the 
last ninety years. Taking an historical perspective on children’s musical development, 
Cox (2015) found that “changing ideas about what childhood is like and how children 
develop have influenced the nature of formal music education” (p. 523), and by 
association, research about music education and children’s musical development.  
 
Music research embraces a large and diverse subset of ideas that explore, on the one 
hand, how we understand and think about music, and on the other hand, very practical 
concepts such as how we develop music performance skills, or what we should teach in a 
music classroom. There are studies that pursue connections between music learning and 
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‘extra-musical’ benefits such as improved brain function or enhanced social skills, and 
Don Campbell created debate when he suggested in his book, The Mozart Effect (1997), 
that music had a powerful effect on neurological and physical responses and that music 
could change emotional, physical, and psychological atmospheres.  In seeking to 
understand the way in which early musical experiences may contribute to a sustained 
and lifelong engagement with music, I asked musicians to tell me about their formative 
musical experiences as a way to comprehend how those experiences may have shaped 
their beliefs and goals on the journey to embracing a musical career. Since involvement 
with music often starts with learning a musical instrument, and overt performance skills 
are usually the gateway to a music career, research into how one acquires performance 
skills is important for the development of musicians.  
 
Nevertheless, as with those who excel at sport, possessing excellent music skills is not a 
guarantee of success or prolonged engagement. The focus of music engagement might 
change over time, as it has for the musicians that I talked to, but we do tend to 
emphasise the practical skill based elements in the early stages of becoming a musician. 
However, as each of the participants in this study achieved high levels of executant skill 
early in their careers, my interest is not so much concerned with how they developed 
those skills in a technical sense, but more with the motivational factors that affected their 
long-term involvement with music.  
 
John Sloboda and his colleagues have probably been the strongest voices in this field in 
the last thirty years. Starting from a psychological position, they explored the progress of 
young instrumentalists in relation to a number of factors that affect student engagement 
with music. They investigated the role of parents, characteristics of music teachers, the 
importance of practice, development of expertise, the notion of talent, and more. During 
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the same period Hallam (1997), O’Neill (1997), and  Ericsson, Ralf, and Tesch-Romer 
(1993), investigated the role of practice as a factor in the development of musical 
expertise, and O’Neill (1996), and Dweck (1986) considered motivational influences that 
affected musical achievement. McPherson (2009) claims that some of the most important 
advances in understanding children’s psychological functioning and achievement have 
come from research that has focused on the socialisation processes that occur in the 
home and this is an aspect that I am also keen to investigate. This chapter offers a 
snapshot of what other people researching in the same field theorise, but it is a valid way 
of conceptualising my topic. It will provide background to the research by reviewing the 
academic dialogue around two main topics, socio-cultural influences both within and 
outside the home, and the role of emotion and motivation in musical development. As 
well as discussing relevant literature here, I have also taken the opportunity to recall 
stories of experience that exemplify the topics being discussed.   
 
2.2 Socio-cultural influences on musical development  
 
2.2.i One part of the whole 
Andrew and I had finished teaching for the day and we just had to tidy up the room 
before we could leave. I started teaching Andrew when he was five years old and 
before that he had attended the early childhood music classes that I coordinated. 
He is now nineteen and in the third year of a violin performance degree at the 
Conservatorium, but he has also been interested in violin teaching for some years. 
After he finished high school he completed the first level of the Colourstrings™ 
international teacher accreditation program and since then he has been my 
assistant teacher at the Saturday school where I work. As well as accumulating the 
practicum hours that he needs to progress to the next level of teacher training, we 
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take time to discuss things that happen in the lessons and sometimes he compares 
his experience with that of the children we are teaching.  
 
As we stacked the chairs and put away the music stands he said, “Emily was very 
distracted today and she didn’t play well. She has been getting worse over the last 
couple of weeks.” “Disappointing, isn’t it?” I responded. “Especially when she had 
been making such good progress. Have you noticed what’s been different about 
her lessons over the last couple of weeks?” He thought for a moment and said, 
“She’s been coming to her lesson on her own. Her Mum or Dad always came with 
her before so would that make a difference?” “I think that’s it,” I said. “And did you 
notice that last week she forgot her music, and this week she forgot her practice 
notebook. She’s obviously lost track of what she’s supposed to be working on at 
home. Emily is only eleven and I think she’s still too young to manage all of this on 
her own. I think her Dad is having to travel more for work and I think that perhaps 
her older sister has given up the cello, so she might feel like no one is able to help 
her. I must remember to call her mother and talk about it.” The next question that 
Andrew asked surprised me. “Did my mother attend ALL of my lessons?” “She sure 
did,” I replied. “She took notes during the lessons and practiced with you every day. 
Don’t you remember? She also attended your choir rehearsals from when you were 
five years old and made sure that you knew all of the songs. She did the same for 
your little sister.” “Wow,” was all that he could manage to say.  
 
This anecdote illustrates the importance of considering the whole environment that 
surrounds a child who is learning a musical instrument. An excellent music program or an 
understanding teacher may not be enough to ensure a successful outcome for a child. 
This child needed both the practical and emotional support of people who mattered to 
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them and people whom they trusted. In the next section, I explore some ideas that relate 
to the cultural context of instrumental music education.  
 
2.2.ii Making connections 
No child learns a musical instrument in isolation and without the involvement of another 
person who is close to them. There might be a family member or a teacher who suggests 
that they learn a particular instrument, and then someone needs to arrange and/or pay for 
the lessons. An instrument and music must be sourced and a young child would normally 
need to be taken to and from the lesson. The act of a family member suggesting or 
supporting music lessons also indicates a cultural acceptance of the value of instrumental 
music education and a supportive environment for the student. In my case, my elder 
siblings all learnt musical instruments and so my expectation was that I would also be 
given the same opportunity, and even though I began my lessons at school in a group 
violin class and my parents didn’t attend my lessons, my family was cognisant of what was 
required of me when learning an instrument. I was encouraged to practise and my mother 
always took an interest in my progress. People that I meet often tell me stories of their 
earlier musical experiences as it seems to be a common conversation starter when they 
find out that I am a music teacher. They tell me that they started learning an instrument but 
gave up because they were “teased for playing the violin,” or “Mum and Dad didn’t know 
anything about music and couldn’t help me,” or they were “scared of the teacher.” I 
sometimes find myself apologising for all music teachers everywhere, but these kinds of 
comments that relate to the socio-cultural environment of learning a musical instrument, 
convey serious issues with regard to persistence with musical activities.  
 
Anna Goldsworthy begins her autobiography Piano Lessons (2011) with the words, “It 
was my grandfather who found her” (p. 1), demonstrating the importance that she places 
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on the involvement of her grandfather in her success as a concert pianist, and the 
significance of the relationship that she built with her piano teacher. In a few words she 
has foregrounded two pivotal people in her development. The book focuses on her 
experiences with her teacher, Mrs. Sivan, with whom she built a close emotional bond 
and who she credits with making her dream of becoming a concert pianist a reality. 
However, her writing also opens a window onto the social world of her family, her friends, 
and colleagues in the music business. We learn that her grandfather, her father, and her 
uncle all played the piano too, and that there would be a weekly “Chopin play-off” (p. 7) at 
the Goldsworthy home that Anna longed to be part of. We also find out that while her 
grandfather took her to her early lessons with Mrs. Sivan, her father then rearranged his 
work schedule so that he could accompany Anna to her lessons for the next eight years. 
He actually attended the lessons, asked questions, and took notes so that he was able to 
assist his daughter with practising at home. It would have been obvious to Anna that her 
father fully supported her. Did these family circumstances contribute to Anna’s success 
and to her perseverance with a music career? She believes so.  
 
Moore et al. (2003) wrote about the importance of the social context of music education in 
determining success. Their research found that the amount of parental involvement  in 
tandem with having a friendly teacher, are critical in determining whether children 
continue to be musicians or give up, and that the social context of learning appears to be 
critical for sustaining motivation to develop musical skills. While the authors also 
emphasise that other factors such as good modelling and effective practice in the early 
stages of learning a musical instrument are contributing determinants of success in later 
years, it appears that no amount of practice or good teaching can override a lack of 
motivation to engage with an activity such as learning a musical instrument. In a long-
term study, Evans (2009) also found that early experiences are fundamental in shaping 
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beliefs and values that influence participation in music activities, and he stressed the 
importance of the socio-cultural aspects of a young child’s musical experience in 
continued engagement with music.  
 
The early twentieth century psychologist, Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) examined the 
“relationship of culturally specific beliefs and practices to development” (Berk, 2012, p. 
24). Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory explains how culture – values, beliefs, customs, and 
skills of a social group – are transmitted to the next generation. He proposed that social 
interaction with more knowledgeable members of a society (for example, parents and 
teachers) is necessary for children to acquire the knowledge and skills of that community. 
The communication between the expert and the child also becomes part of the child’s 
thinking and their internal dialogue about that culture. In translating this theory to the 
‘musical community’ and the learning of a musical instrument in particular, it would seem 
essential that teachers and parents of young children understand the vital importance of 
communicating positive ideas and beliefs about music as well as the techniques and 
skills that are necessary for a child to progress along their personal journey towards 
proficiency. Vygotsky proposed that child development in any domain is a “socially 
mediated process in which children depend on assistance from adults and more expert 
peers as they tackle new challenges” (Berk, 2012, p. 25).  
 
Gordon and Browne (2011) agree that cultural attitudes are formed at a very early age, 
and offer age-level charts that describe common behaviours and characteristics in the 
course of normal child development (p. 79). Despite the limitations of such 
generalisations, Gordon and Browne claim that there is enough standard behaviour 
evident at certain age levels to make the knowledge of these characteristics a valuable 
teaching tool. The generalisations provide evidence of a child’s developing relationship 
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with adults and the social contexts in which they develop. Toddlers, for example, are 
curious and mimic adult behaviour by repeating adult words; two year olds like people 
and routines, they watch others and relate to adults one-on-one; three year olds imitate 
adults and want to please them; four year olds develop special loyalties, can co-operate 
in groups and are able to use language to solve problems; five year olds like adult 
companionship, are sociable and respect authority and this could be why many 
instrumental teachers prefer that children start learning an instrument around this age 
and not earlier. However, this is also the age when children become sensitive to ridicule 
and by six or seven years, they become sensitive to others’ reactions and will try to avoid 
criticism and disapproval. By eight, children are aware of differences from other children 
and begin to evaluate themselves and others. If, as Moore et al. (2003) found, the social 
context of learning appears to be critical for sustaining motivation and for the 
development of musical skills, the parent and/or teacher’s awareness of these 
characteristic traits could be used to tailor learning for an individual child or a particular 
class or group. However, what might be the effect if a child cannot depend on an adult for 
assistance, or is receiving negative messages about music culture. One time when I 
asked a violin student why she hadn’t done any practice that week she told me that her 
father had told her not to make “those scratchy noises” when he was at home. I tried to 
make light of the comment but she didn’t continue learning the following year. Davidson, 
Howe, Moore, and Sloboda (1996) in a study on the development of musical performance 
skills found that “the children who failed to continue with lessons had parents who were, 
on average, less interested in music and who did not change their own degree of 
involvement with music over their child’s learning period” (p. 399).   
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2.2.iii I’d like to thank my parents  
My training and experience as a teacher inculcated within me a feeling that the 
most important influence on a child’s development is the teacher. However, in 
recent years, I have come to realise how limited this view is as I began to 
understand more fully how the emotional climate within families profoundly 
influences children’s musical education . . . there is no reason to doubt, given the 
extensive research now available, just how important parents are to their children’s 
musical development (McPherson, 2009, p. 105). 
 
McPherson recognised that the music lesson is only one part of the picture that makes up 
a child’s music education and that parents, in particular, have a vital role to play. “I’d like 
to thank my parents” is a phrase often heard at awards ceremonies, significant birthdays, 
graduations, and any occasion when someone has successfully achieved a goal 
because, as a society, we acknowledge that parents or those who have the primary care 
of children, are “crucial to a child’s ongoing success in all areas of their education” 
(McPherson, 2009, p. 91). Children’s beliefs and sense of competence are acquired from 
their parents and caregivers in the first stages of development, therefore, the 
relationships that underpin a child’s commitment to music are critical to ongoing 
engagement. After conducting research with 257 children aged eight to eighteen years, 
Davidson, Howe and Sloboda (1995) concluded that children in the highest achieving 
music group were the most consistently supported by their parents. Eccles (2009) 
observed that “every time children choose to devote effort to music, they are making 
decisions in the context of a complex social reality” (McPherson, p.100).   
 
The following narrative is an example of a ‘complex social reality’ for one of my students 
and it illustrates the emotional climate that surrounds instrumental music lessons 
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specifically. This incident occurred in the context of individual, private violin lessons 
outside of school hours in which relationships with the student and their families are 
foregrounded because of the intensity of the interaction.  
 
Three days before a concert I received an email from Aaron’s mother. An excerpt from the 
email read, “Aaron doesn’t want to play the piece that you chose for him because it is too 
easy. He wants to play a piece that he has been learning at school. It’s a duet so I have 
attached it here so that you can learn the other part to play with him.” I was alone in my 
office when I read the message but I still let out an audible, “arrgh,” as I thought about 
having to deal with this conflict so close to the concert. Attached to the email were three 
photographs of the three pages of the duet and the copies were so poor that I couldn’t 
even read what the name of the piece was. I couldn’t understand why a parent would think 
it appropriate for their child to play a piece for a concert that we hadn’t worked on together 
over a period of time as I always recommend that students perform pieces that they know 
well and that they have had time to rehearse extensively.  
 
Aaron was only eight years old and I had been teaching him for just over two years. He 
was very engaged and he worked hard, but teaching him had been a constant struggle 
between my philosophy and goals for Aaron, and his mother. She always came to the 
lesson but she wasn’t ‘present’, and she hardly even looked up from her mobile phone 
long enough to say hello when they arrived. When I taught in a small studio it was easier 
to engage her and she had to put the phone down when I would say, “Aaron, show 
Mummy how well you can hold your bow,” or something to that effect. When I started 
teaching in a larger space she would head straight to the back of the room and continue 
whatever was so important on her phone. One day, I even arrived early and removed 
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every chair from the room except for one next to where Aaron would be standing for his 
lesson but she picked up the chair and took it to the back of the room!  
 
So, no, I was not overly surprised by the email she sent, but I was frustrated at her lack of 
understanding of what I was trying to achieve with her son. Aaron had started bringing 
different tutor books to his lesson that were from a methodology that his mother had 
learnt when she was a child. She had originally requested that I teach Aaron because she 
wanted him to learn using Colourstrings™, and even though she was encouraging 
practice at home, she was using a completely different system to the one that I was using 
in the lessons. There was also an issue with regard to being part of the school 
instrumental program. Colourstrings™ is an unusual, albeit extraordinary approach to 
learning the violin, and because it takes longer to evolve than traditional approaches I 
recommend that children don’t join the string program at their school until they are ready. 
Colourstrings™ students begin by reading music in colour in accordance with the method 
based on the principles of Zoltan Kodaly, and they develop excellent auditory skills at a 
very young age. Joining a school program too early can make a child feel different and 
inadequate, even though their musical knowledge and skills may be beyond that of the 
new group. I found out inadvertently that Aaron had joined an ensemble at school when 
he was in grade two and was having difficulty reading music using two different systems. 
It came up because he told me that his other teacher had made comments about him not 
being able to read black and white music fluently.  
 
I responded to the email to say that I still wanted Aaron to perform the piece that we had 
been working on for four weeks and that we had rehearsed with the pianist. Aaron and 
his mother didn’t attend his lesson on the day of the concert and I only got to see him for 
a few minutes before the concert started, not an ideal or calm way to approach a 
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performance. “I’m sorry that you don’t like the piece that we have planned for today,” I 
said. “I thought it was a good choice because you play it so well and it’s a wonderful 
opportunity to play with the piano.” “Oh, it’s fine,” he replied. “I like it but Mummy didn’t.” 
Aaron’s mother didn’t re-enroll him with me the following year and I don’t know if he has 
continued to learn the violin. The piece that Aaron’s mother wanted him to play had lots of 
notes and it was marked with a fast tempo and I suspect that she thought it showed how 
advanced her son’s playing was for his age. The piece that I chose gave Aaron the 
opportunity to show that he could play expressively, listen effectively, lead the 
accompanist, play with excellent intonation, and present a beautiful performance. We had 
different goals.  
 
2.2.iv Families  
Although I focused on parental involvement in the last section, I know from my own 
experience that family members, and I include extended family, play an important role in 
encouraging persistence in learning a musical instrument. I was encouraged to learn 
because my elder siblings had done so before me and I expected that my turn would 
come. I remember playing the guitar and singing with my elder brothers, and my younger 
brother remembers singing everything from the latest hit songs to television advertisement 
jingles with me. I knew that my whole family valued music because there was always 
music in the house and we would all join in sing-a-longs when extended family came 
together. Synthesising the research of Badur (1999), Gembris and Davidson (2002) 
confirmed that activities such as singing and making music together as a family is of 
primary importance in the relationship between family environment and productive musical 
development. All of my current violin students have siblings and other family members who 
make music, and perhaps that is related to Jellison’s statement (2006) that “individuals 
who have experienced personal pleasure from music are often those who advocate quality 
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music experiences for others” (p. 257). Put simply, people who have had a good 
experience learning music will want the same thing for those that they love, and it is an 
example of a positive educational cycle.  
 
Sloboda (2005) proposes that music in our society presents an enigma. People seem to 
love music because they spend a lot of time “putting themselves in the way of it” (p. 333), 
however, “the levels of musical skill achieved by the vast majority of people in 
contemporary Western society are surprisingly low” (p. 333). While motivation and 
practice are implicated in levels of music achievement (O’Neill, 1997; Sloboda, Davidson, 
Howe & Moore, 1996), Sloboda (2005) claims that there is a larger underlying reason for 
low achievement that exists in changes to societal scaffolding that previously allowed 
people to develop skills progressively in a nurturing environment. He cites the home as 
one of the social institutions in which music used to be sung and played, and where 
“moderate levels of performance skill (were) encouraged and celebrated” (p. 340). Music 
history is full of stories of musicians whose music education began at home with a parent 
as teacher and siblings as fellow musicians providing a framework for development that 
would then be continued in community groups such as church choirs or the local band. 
For the most part music is now taught and handed down in more formal ways and there is 
no room for the proficient amateur to gain experience.  
 
Researchers (Gardner, 1983; Gembris & Davidson, 2002; Hair, 1997) agree that both 
environmental and genetic factors affect individual development in general, and it follows 
therefore that these aspects need to be considered in relation to the development of 
music knowledge and skills. While a nature versus nurture debate could dominate this 
discussion, Hallam (2006) maintains that “there is an increasing body of evidence that all 
humans have the potential to make music and that musicality is as universal as linguistic 
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ability (p. 104). If this is the case, environmental influences, such as the support and 
encouragement of family members, become even more significant (McPherson & 
Williamon, 2006). Examining the family backgrounds of outstanding musicians 
Manturzewska (1995) identified a number of environmental characteristics that she 
determined had contributed to their success. She identified, amongst other features, the 
child-centred attitude of parents; deliberate channeling of the child’s interests; music 
being of genuine value in the family; a positive emotional atmosphere for musical activity; 
and willingness to invest considerable time and effort in musical activities (Gembris & 
Davidson, 2005, pp. 21-22) as significant indicators of success. Sloboda (2005) found 
that children who received praise and admiration from their families were encouraged to 
develop a strong sense of themselves as a musician, or of being musically able. 
However, is formal or what is sometimes called ‘classical’ music still a valid vehicle for 
developing musical competence? The next section examines the ‘real world’ as an 
example of changing expectations in music education.  
 
2.2.v The ‘real’ world  
One does not need to have any formal knowledge of music… nor, indeed, to 
be particularly ‘musical’… to enjoy music and to respond to it at the deepest levels. 
Music is part of being human, and there is no human culture in which it is not highly 
developed and esteemed. (Sachs, 2007, p. 347)  
 
A first-year university student came to see me and started our conversation with, “I 
need to pass the ‘intro’ music unit this semester but I don’t think I should have to do 
some of the assessment that’s set.” I’m not sure why she thought that was a good 
way to start a discussion with me about the unit because we hadn’t even got 
around to talking about the criteria for assessment at that time. I asked, “Which part 
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of the assessment are you asking about?” “Oh, the bit about writing songs,” she 
said. “You see I’ve already written about fifty songs so I shouldn’t have to do that 
bit.” My first reaction was to be excited about having a student in my class who had 
already written so much music, but I am obliged to follow the rules and so I replied, 
“Well, we don’t normally give credit for work that has been completed prior to 
starting your university course, but if you bring me your portfolio I will look at what 
you’ve written and perhaps I can set a different kind of assessment that might 
challenge you more.” She didn’t particularly like my answer but volunteered that 
she had her songs with her at that moment. I looked around and the only thing she 
had with her was her mobile phone. “Do you need to go and get them?” I asked. 
“No, they’re here on my phone. I have recorded myself singing them.” “So, you 
don’t have anything written down?” “No, I wouldn’t have a clue how to do that,” she 
said.  
 
As access to formal music education becomes more restricted and perhaps less valued, 
misunderstandings like the one that I have related above have become more common. 
Lack of knowledge about music creates a barrier around participation at a deep level and 
causes traditional music to be viewed as elitist and not reflecting the values of most 
people. In his book, Exploring the Musical Mind (2005), Sloboda devotes several 
chapters to what he terms “Music in the real world” (p. vii), which he explains “reflects the 
way in which contemporary thinking about music has more fully embraced social and 
cultural considerations” (p. vii). He cites a key concept as functionality, or knowing what 
the music is for, because “motivational structures and skill development systems are 
much more open to cultural influences than basic cognitive processes” (p. viii). He 
acknowledges that children begin to understand music and musical structures in the 
same way as they understand the regularities of spoken language, that is by being part of 
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a culture and through exposure to music that does not necessarily involve formal training 
(p. 334). As most formal music training is based on the “ability to perform notated music 
on a traditional acoustic instrument, such as a piano or violin” (2005, p. 338), Sloboda 
suggests that this disconnect between what is seen as elite music, and levels of music-
making that resonate with an individual’s identity, is one reason why participation in music 
programs has waned.  
 
Due to my role as a violin teacher, I have focused on formal music learning processes for 
this thesis, and philosophically, I still believe that knowing about music and knowing how 
to make music using traditional instruments is worth preserving. However, it doesn’t 
necessarily mean that this kind of music activity reflects to most people “the values and 
identities which they bring to music” (Sloboda, 2005, p. 342), by being a part of their own 
culture and sub-cultures. Contemporary attitudes to music are mostly concerned with 
performance and/or reception of popular music genres, and even though contemporary 
musicians invent the music they perform, writing and arranging of the music and 
performing from sheet music is often not part of their creative process. The music is 
created primarily to be performed on stage and so it becomes part of a larger theatrical 
show or music video recording. But how did popular musicians come to make their lives 
about making music? In the next section, I briefly examine the musical development of 
selected musicians who have spent a life ‘on stage’.  
 
2.2.vi The ‘real’ world on stage  
“It is certain that young people hear much more music outside their music lessons than in 
them” (Gembris & Davidson, 2002, p. 24), and listening preferences are influenced by the 
media, peer groups and cultural forces. Children and young people have almost unlimited 
access to music through television, streaming services, YouTube, and other means, and 
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most of what is available is what we broadly call popular music. It is interesting to note that 
Colourstrings™ which was developed by Géza Szilvay, spread very quickly in Finland 
because a Finnish television producer chose to highlight it in a national television program 
called Mini Fiddlers in the Musicland (Géza Szilvay). It was a ‘Playschool-like’ program 
that appealed to the exact age group that Colourstrings™ targeted, and is an example of 
excellent marketing of traditional music styles. It is estimated that some young people may 
listen to music for more than seven hours a day on average (Gembris & Davidson, 2002) 
and so they develop quite a high level of knowledge in particular genres, which might be 
called “experience-based know how” (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986, p.19). A friend of mine is a 
dentist and if I ever need to know anything specific about opera, I call him. He doesn’t play 
a musical instrument and he refuses to sing in company, but opera has been his hobby for 
forty years and so he has built a very large experienced-based know how.  
 
I have read biographies and autobiographies of famous musicians (Gill, 2012; 
Goldsworthy, 2011; Govan, 2012) and for the most part their musical success has been 
explained away as being something that happened overnight, or that no one saw coming. 
Often the person is elevated to a pedestal and given almost mythical status. It always 
disappoints me when the authors of such books neglect to tell the stories that came before 
the famous person became famous, and they often only relay information that could be 
found easily in an internet search. I recently bought a new book called, From Cradle to 
Stage (Grohl, 2017). I had seen a review of the book and I picked it up online, so I hadn’t 
been able to read the back cover or the preface, however, the subtitle really peaked my 
interest, My Son the Rock Star and the Remarkable Stories from the Mothers who Rocked 
and Raised Music’s Greatest. In my experience of teaching the violin it has more often 
been the mother of a student who has been most involved in their child’s music lessons, 
and so I was interested to find out how involved the mothers of rock stars had been in their 
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child’s development. The author, Virginia Grohl, is the mother of Dave Grohl, the drummer 
from the rock group Nirvana and now performing with Green Day, and for the book she 
interviewed eighteen mothers of other well-known popular music stars.   
 
The book’s preface begins with Grohl’s evocative description of Nirvana’s first major 
concert. It was engaging writing and I wanted to read more but I was also a bit 
disappointed that the whole book might just be about the successes of these rock stars 
and not about what happened on their way to triumph. I skipped to the foreword written 
by her son Dave and I felt disappointed again. It was eloquent writing, “That moment 
when you feel the spark of inspiration ignite, and your entire world catches fire” (Grohl, 
2017, p. xii), and he went so far as to say “there was no classroom, no conservatory. No 
sheet music or baton” (p. xii), as if his musical skill had come from nowhere. However, in 
the next paragraph, were the words, “My teacher? My mother. Ms. Virginia Hanlon Grohl” 
(p. xii). I returned to the preface and kept reading this time and it was full of descriptions 
that revealed Dave’s early music education within his own family unit, and in particular his 
mother: “ours had always been a life full of music … I loved Motown and Mozart ... my 
daughter collected a wide array of albums … David’s friends brought records … and 
shared them with us” (p. ix). I was really happy to read, “We sang together, most often in 
the car on long trips” (p. ix), “we made up songs, we harmonized, we sang to the radio. 
And we played games, clapping the rhythm of a song for the other two to identify. Always 
music” (p. x).  
 
What an amazing music education! I thought at the time that it sounded a lot like music in 
my family. I just chose a different path. As I read the rest of the book there were similar 
stories from other mothers. Michael Stipe’s (R.E.M.) mother recalled, “he and his sisters 
liked to sing together… Michael took piano lessons and when he was in third grade 
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learned to play the accordion as well” (p. 5). Verna Griffin, mother of Dr. Dre, “made sure 
that the house was filled all day long with those great 1960s tunes” (p. 15) and found that 
“the music had a soothing effect on Andre; he would listen until he fell asleep” (p.16). 
There was always music in the house when Miranda Lambert was growing up, and she 
did her first performance in third grade with her father who was a songwriter and guitar 
player in a country band: “She loved to sing and enjoyed learning her daddy’s songs and 
singing along with him” (p. 31). The HAIM girls grew up in a home filled with music 
because both parents were musicians: “Each girl began piano lessons at three or four, 
and the three sang together all the time, in the car with their parents and at home with 
Donna’s (mother) guitar accompaniment” (p. 71). As I read further each story revealed an 
early life filled with listening and making music and each grew up to make music for the 
‘real world’. Information found in Grohl’s book (2017) supports McPherson’s (2009) claim 
about the importance of socialization processes that occur in the home:  
Some of the most important advances in understanding children’s psychological 
functioning and achievement have come from research that focuses on the 
socialisation processes that occur in the home, with results showing a consistently 
positive effect of parental influences on student achievement, attitudes, behaviour 
and learning. (p. 91)  
 
2.3 Becoming a musician  
The first part of this chapter examined relevant socio-cultural influences on musical 
development. This section seeks to identify and explore perspectives pertaining to 
becoming as musician. For clarity, I have chosen to write under several topics that relate 
to common issues that musicians encounter as they negotiate individual pathways in 
music. The first topic interrogates potential and beliefs about ability that affect engagement 
with music. The second topic examines effortful or deliberate practice, and the third 
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explores the topic of motivation. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the role of 
peak experience in sparking and maintaining interest.   
 
“Playing the violin is really hard,” Becky said as she came in for her lesson. A 
comment like that from a ten year old usually means one of two things to me. Either 
the child has spent a lot of time practicing but has been unable to master the 
problem musical passage, or they haven’t done any practice at all and they are 
attempting to stall the start of the lesson. Instead of brushing her comment away I 
decided to listen more deeply to what Becky was really saying, so I asked, “did you 
have a problem this week?” “Kind of,” she said, “I was away at camp and I only had 
time to practise this morning.” I assured her that sometimes things like that happen 
and we just have to make up for it later, and we got on with the lesson. However, 
as she was packing up at the end, she turned to me and said, “I didn’t really want 
to come to my lesson today, but I’m glad I did now. It was fun.” I said, “I’m happy to 
hear that Becky, but when is playing the violin the most fun?” “When I play really 
well,” she replied. “And when do you play really well?” “When I’ve done my 
practice.” I thought to myself that it would be wonderful if my tertiary level students 
had the same insight as this ten year old.  
 
“The biographies of musicians sometimes give an impression that verges on that of a 
baby emerging from the womb with the musical skills of a very competent adult. But 
clearly that cannot be the case” (Kemp & Mills, 2002, p. 4). I read this quote about ten 
years ago, and it was a thought that stayed with me and that prompted me to follow my 
current line of research. I wanted to find out why people became musicians. Gembris and 
Davison (2002) acknowledge that the development of musical skills has interested 
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educators for over a century and that the nature/nurture debate has dominated the 
discussion:  
It appears that the notion of genius that emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries is responsible for the fact that up to the present day in public opinion 
musical ability is often still considered to be a special gift that is relatively 
independent from environmental influences and learning processes. (Gembris & 
Davidson, 2002, p. 17) 
 
Gembris and Davidson, on the other hand, hold the view that parents, teachers, and 
peers strongly influence development of skills both generally and in the case of music, 
and that achievement is often the result of the interaction of environmental influences and 
formal training. However, the words “interaction of environmental influences and formal 
training” just roll off the tongue, and seem to fail to emphasise the effort that is involved in 
achieving expertise in any field.  
 
There is evidence with regard to the mastery of skills in chess or the playing of a musical 
instrument that achieving expertise involves long-term training and that the development 
of specific skills and knowledge in a particular field is a lengthy process that progresses 
along a continuum from novice to expert (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). Dreyfus and Dreyfus 
also link proficiency with experience, arguing that if novices have the opportunity to 
acquire experience, they will gradually move towards the stage of expertise or what they 
term “experience-based know how” (1986, p.19). Colvin (2008), Ericsson (1997), 
Ericsson (2002), Krampe & Ericsson (1996), O’Neill (1997), and Syed (2010) identified 
and maintain that ‘deliberate practice’ is the most significant element in developing 
musical skills and absolutely necessary in the development of expertise. This will be 
discussed later in this chapter.  
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2.3.i Potential and beliefs about ability  
Whenever I am inclined to think I am unique and special, I remind myself that had I 
lived one door further down the road, I would have been in a different school 
catchment area, which would have meant that I would not have attended 
Aldryngton, would never have met Peter Charters, and would never have joined 
Omega. It is often said that in elite sport the margins of victory and defeat are 
measured in milliseconds: the reality is that they are measured in variables that are 
far more elusive. (Syed, 2010, p. 9)  
 
This reflection by Matthew Syed, who became the British number-one table tennis player 
at the age of twenty-four and is a three-times’ Commonwealth table-tennis champion, 
illustrates the elusiveness of achieving excellence and the variables that come into play. 
Colvin (2008) maintains that as a society we have not changed our understandings of 
what makes some people outstanding at what they do despite research that has informed 
the subject. He calls it the “natural-gift explanation” (p. 5), or what many people might 
refer to as the presence or absence of ‘talent’. If achievement is seen as a God-given gift, 
it goes some way to explaining why people accept that it should be rare and perhaps 
unattainable by most.  
 
The parents of children in early childhood music classes are often looking for an 
indication or sign that they should enrol their child in, for example, more advanced 
classes, a choir, or instrumental lessons. More often than not with young children, it is the 
parents who make decisions about music education opportunities and, as it is an 
expensive exercise, they want to be sure that their money is not wasted. However, what 
many parents are looking for is a precocious or prodigious sign of a musical gift rather 
than more prosaic signs such as the ability to focus for several minutes at a time or 
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indeed an interest in more musical activity. If, as Howe, Davidson and Sloboda (1998) 
propose, laity, teachers, and researchers alike see the presence of talent as an indicator 
of future success, there are real consequences for the continued music education of 
children. What manifestations of talent can anyone expect to see with a four or five year 
old? As Howe et al. note, even initial involvement in music activities, that is, giving 
children the opportunity to develop competence, is at risk. They posit that: “A 
consequence of the belief that innate gifts are a precondition for high achievement is that 
young people who are not identified as having innate talents in a particular domain are 
likely to be denied the help and encouragement they would need in order to reach high 
levels of competence” (Howe et al. 1998, p. 400).  
 
When I was in grade one at school, all of the children in my class had the 
opportunity to join a small choir. We weren’t asked to volunteer, probably a good 
educational strategy with grade one children, but we were all forcibly auditioned 
without notice. We were seated at our desks and a teacher came into the room and 
started playing a song on the piano that we had heard for the first time the day 
before. Another teacher walked between the desks behind us, and as she 
approached each child she poked them in the back with a stick and yelled at the 
top of her voice, “Sing, deary!” as she needed to be heard over the top of the piano. 
The first few children just spluttered because they got such a fright, and I dare say 
she probably winded a few, which made singing almost impossible. After a while 
more people worked out the plan and were ready when she approached, and 
because I was used to singing at home I did reasonably well. On the strength of 
that less than scientific approach to auditioning young people and seemingly scant 
knowledge about child development, the class was divided into two groups – the 
larks, and the frogs. And yes, the larks were allowed to sing in the choir and the 
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frogs weren’t! Over the next eleven-and-a-half years that I was at that school, there 
were some children who never sang again because they were told that they 
couldn’t.  
 
Beliefs about ability exert influence on all of the stakeholders in the education process –
the child, the parents and the teacher. Adults tend to accept two basic concepts of ability 
(Elliott & Dweck, 1988). The first of these is an entity view of ability. It assumes that ability 
is a stable, uncontrollable trait and that it is a characteristic of the individual that cannot 
be changed. From this point of view, one can accept that some people might have more 
ability than others. This is consistent with the notion of possessing something called 
talent, and does not allow for improvement with learning and experience.  The second is 
an incremental view of ability that assumes that ability is unstable, controllable and can 
be expanded by hard work and study. These efforts increase knowledge and skills and 
therefore improve ability (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Kinlaw & Kurtz-Costes, 2003; Nicholls, 
1990; Ommundsen, 2001). This is consistent with the notion that engaging in effortful 
learning (deliberate practice) leads to success (Ericsson, 1997).   
 
The implicit theories about ability apparently predispose people toward different goal 
orientations (Nicholls, 1984). A performance goal orientation is associated with holding an 
entity theory about ability. When people view ability as difficult to develop they are 
predisposed to attempt to validate and demonstrate the ability they do possess and 
believe that effort is only necessary if one doesn't possess ability. The more effort one 
has to expend the less ability s/he appears to have. As noted earlier, this has 
consequences for the learner. In contrast, individuals with a learning goal orientation tend 
to hold an incremental theory about their ability.  If ability is a malleable attribute then it 
can be continuously developed through effort and experience. Believing ability can be 
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developed predisposes people to hold goals for developing skills and knowledge rather 
than merely demonstrating their current ability level. They believe that increasing effortful 
learning can increase ability.  
 
Witkin, (1974), found that looking for manifestations of something called talent has 
implications for children’s learning. This is especially true for very young children who 
haven’t had the benefit of training or experience. Rather than trying to determine whether 
a child is talented enough to succeed in a particular domain, a more important question 
for parents and educators to ask is: how can I assist a child to develop skills in a 
particular field, and how can they do this if they are never given the opportunity to try? 
How can we motivate a child to want to engage with music?  
 
2.3.ii Is hard work enough? Deliberate practice  
Colvin, in his book Talent is Overrated (2008), states that the mystery of why some people 
achieve excellence at their work and others don’t is “so commonplace that we scarcely 
notice it” (p. 2), and that most people would be embarrassed to calculate the number of 
hours that they have spent on their jobs to find that they are still “just okay at what they do” 
(p. 3). A prevailing view of  high quality performance is that “people get extremely good at 
something because they work hard at it” (p. 4), but research has proven that merely 
putting in the time is not necessarily effective in achieving stellar performance (Colvin, 
2008; Syed, 2010). There have been numerous studies dealing with the notion of effortful 
learning or what has been called deliberate practice (Ericsson, 1997; Ericsson, 2002; 
Krampe & Ericsson, 1996). The authors explain that deliberate practice is a structured 
activity that is designed to improve performance, and perhaps it’s not the kind of practice 
that most people engage in. Colvin (2008) also stresses that the ‘practice’ activity must be 
designed specifically to improve performance, and he highlights the role of the teacher 
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both in designing the activities for individual students and in providing feedback. This fact 
has implications for teachers, teacher training, and for parents who assist with practice 
sessions at home because in my experience, teaching how to practise is not emphasised. 
Colvin also states that well-designed deliberate practice can be repeated a lot, that it 
needs to be mentally demanding, and that it is not necessarily meant to be fun (p. 66). I 
don’t agree completely with the last descriptor because, with young children, teachers 
need to find ways to engage students in practice activities and making an exercise or 
routine fun, is probably the way to do it.  
 
The characteristics of deliberate practice can be applied to any field that requires a long 
period of training and practice to reach expert levels and is not exclusive to the learning 
of a musical instrument. It applies just as easily to learning to cook, learning to swim, and 
learning to dance, for example. Urena’s (2004) study of skill acquisition in ballet dancers 
also revealed an unquestionable relationship between ballet training, deliberate practice 
and the development of expertise in dance. She also concluded that, “The differences in 
dance skill … can be accounted for by divergence in training rather than by other 
variables such as innate talent or genetic dispositions” (p. 9). Although there is evidence 
that the amount of time an individual spends practising a musical instrument is an 
important determinant of the level of expertise that they attain, Hallam (1997) found that 
the relative effectiveness of the practice is more important than the amount of time spent 
on the activity. Hallam observed that, “an individual whose practice is optimally effective 
might achieve a given level of expertise with less practice than an individual whose 
practice is less than optimally effective” (p. 89). An important issue that comes out of her 
research is that in order to give children a chance to succeed at what they choose to 
pursue, it is necessary to teach them to practise and not leave this vital area to chance. I 
have observed that teaching young children how to practise and providing opportunity for 
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structured, supervised practice (as with many sports) is undervalued in music education. I 
have found that people engage in practice more often if they believe it is worthwhile to 
them and that they can achieve the goal that is set. Personal beliefs about ability are 
implicated in setting and achieving goals and may affect motivation to engage with 
musical activities.  
 
2.3.iii Motivation  
“Motivation is a psychological construct that is concerned with the complicated nature of 
why people do what they do” (Evans, 2015, p. 235), and it follows therefore that views 
about motivation are subjective. It could be argued that they need to be because of the 
nature of individual experience. Evans (2009) and Hallam (2002) implicated the influential 
aspects of motivation along with beliefs, values, and behaviours for participation in music 
activities.  
 
In explaining her successful career as an Australian musician and conductor, Simone 
Young commented in an interview, “If you’re driven by passion for something, and you’ve 
developed a work ethic as well, you’re going to drive yourself because you can see the 
rewards” (Cornwell, 2006, p. 5). In other words, Ms. Young was motivated to be a 
musician, she engaged in effortful learning and as a result she started to be rewarded for 
her efforts, which in turn motivated her to succeed further. Motivation is often linked to 
student achievement (Hurley, 1995) and implicated in accounts of achievement. A friend 
of mine was once described as being ‘a young and promising violinist’. Some thirty  years 
later, we now joke that she is no longer young, but probably ‘still promising but not 
delivering’ because she lost the passion for playing the violin and stopped putting in the 
hours of practice that would have been required to achieve and maintain expertise. She is 
not quite sure why her interest and passion changed, but as they did, so did the goals of 
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her teacher and her parents. The same is often seen with elite sports people. As 
Sloboda, Davidson, Howe and Moore (1996) found, “acquiring and maintaining the habit 
of regular practice seems to depend on a high level of support and encouragement from 
parents and teachers” (p. 9).  
 
Wilkinson (n.d.) approaches the discussion of motivation from the perspective of the 
‘affective domain’, one of the three domains of learning proposed by educational 
psychologist Benjamin Bloom (1956) and his colleagues. The term “affect or affective 
describes the emotional system that lies behind much of our behaviour and action and 
comes from the Latin ‘afficere’ meaning to act upon and to influence” (Wilkinson, n.d., 
n.p.). While acknowledging that it’s a difficult thing to teach because teachers are more 
focused on relaying information than on facilitating development, Wilkinson sees the 
affective domain as the most important aspect of learning because it is the system of 
emotions, values, and beliefs that are “the foundations of our thinking, decisions, 
behaviour and actions” (n.p., n.d.). Wilkinson’s view resonates with me because of my 
experience as a music teacher who has had to teach many non-elective music classes 
both in schools and at universities. The most difficult ‘customers’ that I have experienced 
are teacher education students completing a compulsory arts education unit. They are 
often fearful of attempting activities that they know little about and they are often already 
defensive before they arrive for the first lecture.  
 
It was time for my annual performance review and I was meeting with my work 
supervisor. He started our conversation by saying, “Your unit evaluations are really 
good. In fact they are the best in the school. What are you doing down there?” 
while pointing in the direction of the music room. “Well, I’m fairly obsessive about 
preparing my classes, and I spend a lot of time on student consultations.” He 
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looked suspicious and said, “There’d be a lot of staff doing that too so it must be 
something else.” “I’m not bribing them or giving everyone an HD,” I said. Feeling 
like I should defend myself I said, “Do you really want to know?” He said, “Yes,” so 
I went on to explain.  I completed a research project for my master’s degree 
(Fromyhr, 1995) in which I looked at the readiness of primary teacher education 
students to teach a specialist subject area such as music. I learnt some really 
valuable things and I have been putting them into practice with all of my classes 
ever since. They all relate to the students’ feelings, values and beliefs about music 
education. I know they won’t succeed in the subject (and that means I won’t 
succeed) if they are scared of music, or they don’t think it’s a worthwhile teaching 
area. I have to make them feel good about studying music by giving them access to 
great experiences and activities, and by giving them enough relevant knowledge to 
make them feel more confident about themselves as prospective teachers of 
music. They won’t be music teachers as such, but I want them to be open to 
engaging the children in their classes in music activities and supporting any 
existing music program in the school. If I give the students rewarding and 
memorable experiences in music they may re-evaluate their thoughts, behaviours, 
and beliefs in relation to music as a subject area.  It’s so much more rewarding for 
me too when we are all ‘on the same page’.  
 
Evans (2015) writing about motivation in a handbook for teachers asserts that 
“developing and sustaining motivation may be one of the most difficult aspects of learning 
to play a musical instrument” (p. 325). After reviewing literature on the topic, he offered 
three conclusions: most children have musical potential but the motivation for music 
learning is constrained by beliefs about ability; secondly, motivation is a rich, multi-
dimensional construct. Beliefs and attitudes may be even more important than practising 
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and performing; and lastly, the social environment is incredibly important and the quality 
of relationships has a considerable impact on children’s learning (p. 336). The following 
narrative illustrates those three conclusions.  
 
2.3.iv Elizabeth  
Elizabeth was preparing for her sixth grade violin exam and was finding the amount 
of work, as well as the level of the technical requirements, really difficult. She had 
always worked hard, but she was only eleven and the structure of the grade six 
curriculum was never intended for such young children. When I was working my 
way through the AMEB exam system the expectation was that you would complete 
the grade six exam when you were in school grade twelve. However, with increased 
competition for places in selected high schools, children are now expected to 
perform at a minimum of grade six level for entry to some high schools, and even 
higher if they are applying for a music scholarship. Philosophically, pedagogically, 
and developmentally it is just wrong, but gaining access to the right high school and 
a supportive program can be a huge benefit to students.  
 
I knew that Elizabeth’s parents would be supportive of whatever had to be done 
because they always had been. Ever since I took a violin to the early childhood 
music class that she attended, Elizabeth had wanted to play the violin and her 
mother and father made sure that she got her wish. One or both parents would 
attend her lessons and take notes on everything that needed to be completed for 
homework. After her lessons the whole family would enjoy an activity together, and 
we often enjoyed visits to the lesson from extended family such as grandparents, 
aunts and uncles. Elizabeth’s parents practised with her at home and she 
progressed quickly, and when she was able to join her first string ensemble, her 
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parents volunteered to help with the organization of the group. While neither of her 
parents had learnt a musical instrument, this family was and still is an excellent 
example of a community who created a supportive culture around the interests of 
family members. Elizabeth’s family modelled for her the value that they placed on 
music education, something that McPherson (2009) found to be crucial to the 
developing musician: “Children acquire information from their parents that shape 
their own beliefs and sense of competence” (p. 101).  
 
The problem of the sixth grade exam was probably the first real musical challenge 
that we had encountered. However, we decided to ‘go for it’. I knew that she would 
get frustrated and maybe lose motivation, so we made the lesson a little longer so 
that we could still fit in some developmentally appropriate music and have fun 
chatting and playing duets together. We were, nevertheless, still trying to climb a 
mountain in a blizzard. And then there was a breakthrough. The next week 
Elizabeth arrived at her lesson very excited about something that she had done 
with her Dad. “Here is my sixth grade flight plan,” she said as she unfolded a huge 
piece of paper on the floor. “Here are all of the days of the week, and this is when 
I’m going to do my major scales, this is when I’m going to practise my exercises, 
this is when I’m going to practise List A and… ,” and she went on. She finished 
with, “It’s so easy.” I looked up at her father who happened to be a pilot and said, 
“You are a genius.” He had used his expertise in a field unrelated to music to help 
motivate his daughter to stay on track for her music exam.  
 
2.3.v Peak experience  
I can still remember the first time that I processed down the aisle of a cathedral 
singing the opening hymn for a service. I had sung in my school and church choirs 
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but my church had never gone in for obvious displays of aggrandisement, especially 
for the choir that was usually hidden in the loft with the organ. I started volunteering 
with a few choirs and I sang as a ‘fill-in’ when other church choristers needed to 
have a Sunday off, and eventually I was asked to sing with a cathedral choir in the 
city where I was living. The rehearsal before the service was brief and some of the 
pieces were difficult so I had been focusing on my sight reading and trying not to 
make a fool of myself. We didn’t rehearse the hymns or anthems because it was 
presumed that the members of the choir would know them and I think we were only 
told what they were as we scurried around the outside of the cathedral to the back 
door to line up for the procession. I quickly marked the pages in my hymn book and 
ran my eye through the alto part of the score for the first hymn as I tried to work out 
how to get into a choir robe for the first time.  
 
I even recall what the hymn was, “Jesus Christ is Ris’n Today” (with an apostrophe 
to fit the rhythm of the melody), a gloriously triumphant song that is sung on Easter 
morning. Entering the door of the cathedral was a feast for the senses. The music 
was stunning and it reverberated around the beautiful building. There was the 
sound of the huge organ, the choir singing in four parts, the congregation was 
singing and as I took a chance to look around, the light was shining in through the 
stained glass windows. I could actually hear my own voice making harmony with 
the other parts because we were lined up differently from when we sang in a static 
group. I was walking beside a tenor, the congregation were singing the soprano 
part, and I could hear the bass part coming from behind me. It was an 
overwhelming experience and I was so thankful that someone in the alto section 
had decided to go away for the Easter weekend and I was given the chance to 
participate in what is a commonplace experience for church musicians, but 
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memorable for me as a novice. After that I accepted every opportunity to sing for 
church services and it has never lost its shine for me. I have continued to sing in 
choirs and I think perhaps it is as a result of that experience.  
 
I found out many years later that I had encountered what Maslow (1959), and later 
Sloboda (1991b), called a peak experience in music, “an unusual and deeply rewarding 
experience of a complex emotional/intellectual character” (p. 166). Sloboda found that 
people who had these peak experiences in music, especially at a young age, were more 
likely than others to follow musical pursuits for the rest of their lives. In a research study 
with adult musicians many recalled “deeply felt and intensely positive early experiences 
to the internal aspect of musical events” (Sloboda, Davidson, & Howe, 1994, p. 353), in 
which the music itself has an effect on a person. They refer also to the “external 
significance” of musical events which relates to the context or place in which the music is 
happening (Sloboda et al., 1994, p. 353).  
 
In 2005, Sloboda described another study with adults, an autobiographical memory study, 
in which he asked people to write down any musical memories they could recall that had 
occurred up to the age of ten. Some of the respondents were professional musicians, and 
others had little or no ongoing involvement with music. Sloboda used the 
autobiographical approach for three reasons: he wanted to learn about responses to 
naturally occurring musical events rather than responses to contrived experimental 
situations; interviewing adults at some distance from the described musical memory gives 
an indication of the impact of such events on subsequent musical behaviour; and 
because adults often have language to describe an experience that as a child they may 
not have been able to articulate (2005, p.181). By isolating factors related to the place 
where the musical event occurred, the musical event itself, and who the respondent was 
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with at the time, Sloboda was able to establish that “the occasions when significant 
meaning was transmitted were mainly, informal, relaxed occasions when the person was 
not being evaluated, and was in the company of loved ones” (2005, p. 185). He was able 
to extrapolate further that “children experiencing events with positive internal significance 
were more likely to pursue a high level of involvement with music in later life (2005, p. 
185). He also found that the positive experience needed to be generated by the music 
itself to be effective in this way. Two disappointing findings that he made were related to 
experiences at school and with teachers. Of the events associated with positive internal 
significance, only twenty-nine percent occurred at school and only twenty-seven percent 
occurred with teachers. These findings are very similar to those from a study of peak 
experiences by Sloboda in 1991 (1991b), and previous to that study, Witkin (1974) had 
found that the sometimes negative ambience of music lessons can create a prejudice 
against continuing with music instruction. 
 
An interesting point that was made is that experiences of positive internal significance 
often occur before a child starts having formal music lessons and “it looks as though such 
experiences are spurs to a child seeking lessons, rather than the lessons providing a 
basis for such experiences” (Sloboda, 2005, p. 186). An encouraging finding is that 
powerful positive experiences “tend to occur in those homes that provide an appropriate 
kind of stimulating environment” (Kemp & Mills, 2002, p. 7). I have taught young children 
who, after hearing an instrument for the first time, are so fascinated by that particular tone 
colour that it is the only instrument that they want to play. Kemp and Mills (2002) recalled 
a story from the famous cellist Jacqueline du Pré who told how, at the age of five, she fell 
in love with the cello the very first time that she heard it on the radio. “Something within 
the instrument spoke to me, and it’s been my friend ever since” (Kemp & Mills, 2002, p. 
10). While positive internal experiences may prompt a child to want to learn a musical 
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instrument, unfortunately “negative significance is most often associated with performing 
situations (56% of cases)” (Sloboda, 2005, p. 186), and so the one thing that the child 
wanted to be able to do can become a source of fear as a result of pressure exerted in 
performance situations such as examinations and competitions. “It often occurs in a 
formal educational setting with the teacher and/or other children present and almost 
never with parents or friends” (Sloboda, 2005, p. 186). Following Amabile’s social 
psychology of creativity (1983), it may be that simply changing the nature of a social 
setting such as a school environment or the climate of instrumental music lessons might 
bring positive change.  
 
Coda  
As I prepared to collect the stories for my project, reviewing what others have said about 
the notion of persistent engagement with music made me feel excited about what I might 
find out from my storytellers as they talked about their formative music experiences. My 
research also helped to uncover the complex web of interconnecting influences that 
contribute to the growth of musical engagement, and I started focusing on how those 
influences contribute to the characteristics, beliefs, and goals of the people I was going to 
speak with. I found that I was prompted to reflect on my experiences as a musician and 
teacher and I started writing about my own musical development. My personal stories now 
weave in and around the experiences of my storytellers that I have organised around two 
main areas: socio-cultural influences on musical development, and the notion of how one 
becomes a musician. The existing literature related to realising a child’s musical potential 
indicates the importance of providing a child with a stimulating musical environment from 
infancy onward and for noticing and encouraging children’s early musical responses. It 
seems so simple.  
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CHAPTER 3: BEFORE THE DOWNBEAT 
 
Prelude  
I am a musician and, apart from some casual work during my teenage years, I have never 
had employment that was not in some way connected to music. The musicians who 
accepted my invitation to share their stories for my study are all people that I have met on 
my journey as a music teacher and performer. Some of them are mentors of mine, some 
are colleagues, and some are friends who I studied with or met by participation in music 
performance groups. I have often wondered how we all ended up in the music profession, 
and through our friendships, conversations and professional lives some had already, in 
one way or another, shared aspects of their musical lives with me. For example, two of the 
participants are siblings of mine, and I will explain later in the chapter how they came to be 
part of my study. But suffice it to say that, though I necessarily knew some things about 
their early music education because they are younger than I am, I had never spoken to 
either of them about how they felt about their music experiences or how they came to 
choose music as a profession. I had simply made the all-too-frequent assumptions about 
what they may have thought or felt.  On the other hand, I decided to interview my mentor, 
Géza Szilvay because, while I had studied with him over a period of more than thirty years, 
most of what I knew about his music education I had read in his biographies or blurbs in 
conference outlines. I have always had so much respect for him that I felt it would be rude 
to ask him about his childhood, particularly in light of the fact that he had needed to leave 
his native Hungary many years before and I was cautious about what feelings my 
questions might disturb.  
 
By embarking on this research project, I suppose I was trying to satisfy my curiosity about 
why people choose a music career and I had always been one of those people who asked, 
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“but why?” However, as a music educator, I wanted to know more. I wanted to know why 
some people commence music instruction and flourish, sometimes exceeding 
expectations, while others of a similar age and context, fail to achieve a basic level of 
proficiency. I wanted to know why some people develop a passion for music and others 
don’t, and I wanted to know why some dedicate most of their lives to the pursuit of 
excellence in music performance and music education. Is it something that is referred to 
as talent, or is there more to it than being born with what many might see as a special gift? 
What factors such as environment, opportunity, support, curriculum, teacher traits, and 
more, might contribute to positive and lifelong engagement with music? My interest wasn’t 
in who was the best performer or the most expert composer, for example, but rather I 
wanted to find out what piece of this puzzle ‘lit the fire’ for musicians.  
 
I started talking informally to my colleagues about an idea for a research project that  
might investigate my questions and nearly every time a conversation took place someone 
told me a story about their own musical experiences.  It seemed too simple, but it became 
clear to me that many of the answers that I was seeking might be found in talking to 
people who had pursued music throughout their lives and who had successfully made 
careers in the music professions. Even friends and colleagues, who had pursued different 
careers, wanted to tell me stories about their experience of music when they were 
children, or more commonly why they had given up their music lessons.  
 
After realising that there were people who were willing to tell me their personal stories, I 
decided to use a narrative inquiry approach for my study and to ask a group of musicians 
to share their stories about experiences of music in their formative years. My aim was to 
gain a better understanding of how early musical encounters had shaped the 
characteristics, beliefs and goals of their current selves. Creswell (2012, p. 501), focusing 
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on the use of narrative approaches in educational research, notes that "People live storied 
lives. They tell stories to share their lives with others and to provide accounts about… 
educational issues." I wanted to hear the stories my musician colleagues would tell about 
their musical journeys and consider what insights these narratives might reveal about 
critical moments in their learning that had motivated them to continue their journey.  
 
3.1 The Fugue: A meeting of many voices through narrative inquiry 
In music, a fugue is a polyphonic composition that has many lines or threads that 
constantly compete for attention. The theme or main melody (called the subject) may 
change tonality or alter key, be played faster or slower, be played in inversion, or even be 
played backwards. The theme, in varying guises, also appears many times in the 
composition played by what are known as different ‘voices’. However, from what appears 
to be chaos at times, the skilful composer, and subsequently the performer, brings all of 
the competing elements together into a whole that is homogenous, exciting and satisfying 
and, in fact, highly structured. I find a certain correspondence between the elements of a 
fugue and the notion that, in narrative research, the researcher is also identifying many 
lines or threads that we might identify as themes. The threads might be varied or hard to 
determine and come from a variety of ‘voices’, but all of the elements come together in a 
whole that perhaps finds a sense of order, out of apparent disorder, and serves to create 
“a new sense of meaning and significance with respect to the research topic” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 42).  
 
In a similar metaphorical sense, Creswell’s (2007, p. 35) description of all qualitative 
research being like an “intricate fabric composed of minute threads, many colours, 
different textures, and various blends of material” resonates with me. As a musician, I have 
experienced the blending of those “minute threads” as a member of an orchestra or a 
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choir. We talk about a musical ensemble using singular nouns as descriptors. For 
example, we say ‘an orchestra’ or ‘the choir’. Sometimes we refer to an ensemble as being 
the conductor’s ‘instrument’, indicating oneness or unity for what is, in reality, a group of 
many different individuals. A music ensemble is a blend of “… minute threads, many 
colours, different textures, and various blends of material” as mentioned above (Creswell, 
2007, p.35). As I read further, the idea of finding those threads, exposing the colours and 
textures, and creating a new fabric, or indeed, a new composition, drew me even more 
towards narrative inquiry.  
 
Despite the wide interest in narrative research now there is still not one, clear definition 
that covers the whole range of narrative research forms. As Riessman (2008a, p. 5) points 
out, "there is a range of definitions of narrative, often linked to discipline", and narrative 
approaches are increasingly being utilised to understand human experience (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000). For me, the diversity and flexibility of the "narrative turn", as Riessman 
(1993) tagged it, was the most engaging aspect of this type of research as I prepared to 
learn about the experiences of musicians. Barrett and Stauffer (2009) suggest that the 
renewed interest in storying and stories as both process and product has allowed narrative 
to take a significant place in a range of fields of inquiry, including my area of music 
education. “Narrative work provides a means to re-conceptualise the ways in which we 
think about music engagement, music education, and inquiry in music education” (Barrett 
& Stauffer, 2009, p.1). In a more general sense, Riessman offers similar validation for the 
use of narrative inquiry as a source of meaning making in research:   
Narrative theory and practice is reshaping qualitative inquiry in virtually every area 
of social science and the professions. This is not surprising for stories are at the 
heart of human and social meaning making - and meaning making by individuals 
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and communities, by organizations, institutions and nations can be insightfully 
explored by an analysis of these narratives. (2008a, p. 3). 
 
Riessman highlights one of the reasons for my choice of narrative inquiry as a 
methodological approach to this study, and that is the concept of meaning-making through 
the analysis of narratives told by individuals. Adhering to Riessman’s concept that stories 
are at the heart of human and social meaning making, I hoped that themes that emerged 
as part of my conversations with individuals would shed light and new meaning on critical 
and ‘global’ contextual aspects of childhood music experience such as teacher/student 
relationships, curriculum, modelling, motivation, purposeful practice and parental support. 
In consideration of those contributing to my research, I hope that the process of 
conversation, of recalling, of telling, of reading, created a context for meaning making for 
them also. As Kvale and Brinkman (2009, p. 32) point out, “A well-conducted research 
interview may be a rare and enriching experience for the subject, who may obtain new 
insights into his or her life situation”.  
 
Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2008, p. 25) assert that "telling, retelling, writing, and rewriting 
stories are fundamental parts of social life and our study of it", and good stories “explain, 
entertain, inspire, educate and convince”. Sometimes there are stories that we think have 
already been told or that we think should be obvious to those looking on. However, in the 
fast pace of  twenty-first century life, the richness of people’s life stories is often lost 
amongst the ‘need-to-know-now’ and ‘results-oriented’ society in which we live. By 
listening, sharing and collecting people’s stories, I was seeking to learn from the "continuity 
and wholeness of an individual's life experience" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 17). In 
applying this concept to my project, I hoped that what I would learn from the colleagues 
that I talked to might have implications for communities, organisations and families 
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interested in music education and musical contexts for children. However, this is not 
necessarily an expected outcome of narrative research.  
 
In this chapter, I discuss four aspects of narrative inquiry: narrative inquiry as history; 
narrative inquiry as theory; narrative inquiry as method; and narrative inquiry applied to 
this research. I also look at an approach to analysis and interpretation of data, and talk 
about my position and role in the story. The aim of this chapter is to provide a 
comprehensive description of narrative inquiry as a research method and to strengthen my 
case for choosing narrative inquiry for this project.  
 
3.2 Narrative inquiry as history  
In the social sciences, there had been widespread acceptance of the use of narrative 
inquiry (Riessman, 2008b) with examples of narrative-related studies as far back as the 
mid-1800’s (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). As Abbott (2008) claimed, “narrative existed long 
before people gave it a name and tried to figure out how it works” (p. xv). Connelly and 
Clandinin (1990), noting the long intellectual history of narrative inquiry both within and 
outside of educational settings, provided the first overview of narrative methodology for the 
field of education stating that, “the main claim for the use of narrative in educational 
research is that humans are story telling organisms who, individually and socially, lead 
storied lives (1990, p. 2). They became champions of the use of narrative inquiry, and 
continued to develop their approaches to its use, particularly in educational research. 
When educational researchers began to turn their attention towards research into topics 
such as teacher knowledge, values, people, change and reform, the value of both personal 
and contextual knowledge in collecting and interpreting data became evident (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000). The narrative form is able to provide the context in which to investigate 
such nuanced topics.  
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Lichtman (2013, p. 96) notes that qualitative research approaches (including narrative 
inquiry) have “been on somewhat of a roller coaster ride”  with regard to acceptance and 
popularity, and claims that, even in the early twenty-first century, they came under 
question as conservative approaches to education foregrounded accountability and 
quantitative data in educational rationalisation. In some ways, the history of the use of 
narrative inquiry as a research method reads more like a defence of its use in research 
fields, or could look like a timeline of its acceptance as a valid research form. In 2007, 
Clandinin noted a growing acceptance of narrative inquiry in educational settings, but in 
Clandinin’s edited work, Handbook of Narrative Inquiry, Pinnegar and Daynes (2007, p. 
3) posit that, “to this day, most academic work is non-narrative, and in many disciplines 
the most prominent theories, methods, and practitioners continue to do work that is based 
on quantitative data and positivist assumptions about cause, effect, and proof”.  
 
When asked to write a history of narrative inquiry for the first chapter in Clandinin’s 
handbook (2007), Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) decided not to write a history of the 
emergence of narrative. Instead, they decided to describe the creation of a research 
environment in which narrative inquiry could flourish. Viewing narrative inquiry as both the 
“method and the phenomenon” (p. 6) they identified four themes that could be 
conceptualized as the individual and collective historical bases for the turn toward 
narrative inquiry, “the bases on which a space for this kind of inquiry opened” (p. 6). The 
evolution of narrative, they claimed, is due to four factors: the relationship between the 
researcher and the researched; the move away from numbers and towards words; the 
move from the general to the specific; and the acceptance of alternative ways of knowing.  
 
Riessman (2008b) also credits developments in technology in the 1960s and since, for 
further cementing the place of narrative research as a subfield of qualitative research.  
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The availability and reliability of recording technologies, inexpensive still and video 
cameras, computer programs, and the World Wide Web have contributed to the range of 
data collection techniques available to researchers to be able to easily collect, document 
and reinterpret stories.  
 
3.3 Narrative inquiry as theory  
Narrative inquiry often begins with the researcher’s own narrative of experience and 
therefore resonates with current theories related to subjectivity. Mansfield (2000, p. 1), 
claims that, “this focus on the self as the centre both of lived experience and of discernible 
meaning has become one of the – if not the – defining issues of modern and postmodern 
cultures”.  He goes on further to explain, however, that the words ‘self’ and ‘subject’ should 
not be interchangeable, and that the term ‘subjectivity’ “defies our separation into distinct 
selves and encourages us to imagine that … our interior lives inevitably seem to involve 
other people … as necessary sharers of common experience” (p. 3). Narrative inquiry 
methods seek to capitalise on the sharing of common experiences.  
 
Clandinin and Connelly identified the creation of the researcher’s own story as “central to 
narrative inquiry” (2000, p. 70), and a way of helping the researcher to understand their 
own position in the field and in the texts that they write about field experience. By 
contributing to the narrative history, the researcher can strengthen their inquiry and add 
depth and context to the research question. The context and connection of stories shared 
by the researcher and participants brings a heightened sense of meaning-making to the 
research process and, in narrative inquiry, this is seen as preferable to a situation where 
data would be required to “yield a set of knowledge claims that might incrementally add to 
knowledge in the field” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 42). In my case, I had experienced 
many of the same situations and contexts as my participants and, in the interview 
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situation, we found ourselves having conversations about our shared experiences. The 
questions then seemed to flow both ways making a nice change from the usual 
interviewer/respondent formula. The fact that we might have been at the same event, or 
shared a particular circumstance certainly deepened the level of our conversation and 
brought that ‘heightened sense of meaning-making’ mentioned earlier.  
 
All researchers bring to their investigations theories that have been shaped by their 
educational training, socialisation, reading and so on (Creswell, 2013). It is also expected 
that most researchers will express their beliefs overtly in terms of philosophical 
assumptions, and frameworks for understanding those assumptions, as there is most 
definitely a close link between the philosophy that the researcher brings to a study and 
the way in which they proceed with the research process. The narrative researcher, by 
specifically exploring and writing about their autobiographical experience, also 
acknowledges the many influences that have shaped their inquiry, and they continually 
revisit those understandings as their story intersects with the narratives of others. Hsiung 
(2010) asserts that in the interactive context of interviewing, in particular, the researcher 
needs to continually reflect on their own assumptions and decisions, because “findings do 
not emerge only at the last stage of the research, but there is a deepening of insight 
throughout the research process”. This reflective process “requires narrative inquirers to 
re-consider their roles as researchers and to reflect upon their inquiry dispositions and 
the set of values and beliefs that are brought to the inquiry process” (Barrett & Stauffer, 
2009, p. 10).  
 
Narrative inquirers use key terms such as “fact and fiction, interpretation, story, history, 
context, image, and metaphor” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 42) rather than more 
objective terms related to validity, results, logic and conclusions. To frame narrative 
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inquiry, Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p. 49) propose a “three-dimensional narrative 
inquiry space” (See Figure 1) that allows inquiry to move “inward, outward, backward, 
forward, and (be) situated within place”.  
 
 
 
 
              Personal and social                                     Temporality 
 
 
 
 
                
                                                       Situation 
 
 
Figure 1: The three-dimensional narrative inquiry space  
 
The fact that there are no inevitable or fixed starting and finishing points in Clandinin and 
Connelly’s model of a narrative inquiry space permits broader issues that go beyond a set 
of predetermined questions to be explored. The investigator is at liberty to follow new 
pathways related to time, place, or personal and social contexts.  
 
Clandinin and Connelly’s framework for contemplating narrative inquiry had been heavily 
influenced by John Dewey’s 1934 work Art as Experience (Clandinin & Huber, 2002), in 
particular, Dewey’s theory of experience that included the notions of “situation, continuity, 
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and interaction” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50). With Dewey’s work as their 
foundation, they created a metaphorical three-dimensional narrative inquiry space that 
could define any particular inquiry:  the “personal and social (interaction); past, present, 
and future (continuity); the notion of place (situation)” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50). 
They posit that, “Studies have temporal dimensions and address temporal matters; they 
focus on the personal and the social in a balance appropriate to the inquiry; and they 
occur in specific places or sequences of places” (p. 50). 
 
I became interested in how John Dewey, writing in the very early part of the twentieth 
century, could have such a significant influence on the research environment in the early 
part of the twenty-first century. I knew who John Dewey was and had studied his 
philosophy and theories many years ago, but I still hadn’t made the connection to current 
educational research until reading Clandinin and Connelly’s work. The connection was 
clear after reading the book Experience and Education, originally published in 1938. In 
that year, as a recognised, eminent, American scholar and philosopher, Dewey gave the 
tenth anniversary speech of the Kappa Delta Pi lecture series that later became the book, 
Experience and Education (1938). In his speech, Dewey specifically related his theory of 
experience to education stating, “I assume that amid all the uncertainties there is one 
permanent frame of reference: namely, the organic connection between education and 
personal experience” (Dewey, 1998, p. 25). His ideas for a philosophy of experience 
related to education were expressed in a number of significant principles or criteria at the 
basis of the framing of his theory. Although Dewey’s speech was referring to a struggle of 
a then topical ‘traditional education’ versus ‘progressive education’ argument, some of the 
principles expressed are relevant to my study and my interest in the nature of people’s 
experiences of music education. Some of his philosophies include: education links 
experience and learning; education respects all sources of experience; everything 
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depends on the quality of experiences; environment affects educational experiences; 
objective conditions can be subordinate to internal experience; experience depends on 
external conditions; education (and life) is experienced as a continuum. As I refined my 
research topic and question, and looked forward to initiating conversations with my 
participants, Dewey’s principles helped to guide me. I became most interested in the 
quality of experiences and the contexts or environments in which they took place, and 
how, regardless of what seems to be an objective situation, we don’t really know what a 
person has experienced internally or how that knowledge has affected their future 
endeavours. Although I was seeking to understand the experiences of my participants at 
certain times in their lives and around a certain phenomenon, the notion of education or, 
in fact, life being understood as a continuum became a stronger theme for me and 
echoed what I had been reading in Clandinin and Connelly’s writing, especially in relation 
to temporality.  
 
Although Clandinin and Connelly had not made the metaphor of the three-dimensional 
narrative inquiry space explicit in their early studies (Clandinin & Huber, 2002), as they 
began to seek a way of representing people and the wholeness of their lives and not just 
as analytic categories, the three dimensional framework as a structure in which to 
“experience an experience” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50) through narrative inquiry 
became more apparent. Working within the framework focus on the relational aspect of 
narrative inquiry, they highlight the need to “find ways to inquire into participants’ 
experiences, their own experiences as well as the co-constructed experiences developed 
through the relational inquiry process” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 47). Narrative inquirers, 
therefore, are positioned on the landscape and “both shape and are shaped by the 
landscape” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 47). 
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3.4 Narrative inquiry as method  
As I began to read further about research methodologies, and to think about how I might 
refine my project, Creswell's (2007) colourful description of research being like weaving a 
fabric kept returning to me, and I started to imagine what the fabric that I would weave 
would look like. However, as Creswell (2007, p. 6) also cautions, “those undertaking 
qualitative studies have a baffling number of choices of approaches", and at the beginning 
of this journey, I was struggling with what kind of qualitative methodology I was going to 
use. Unfortunately, instead of making that decision, I increasingly became buried under a 
glacier of terminology - the ‘ologies’ and the ‘isms’, and of course, they didn't really make 
sense without having made a decision about the approach to research that I was going to 
use. Finally, someone said to me, "Well, what is it exactly that you want to do?" I answered 
without hesitation, "I want to tell the stories of musicians. In particular, I want to know why 
people become musicians and why they choose music as a career." It was then that I 
realised that, just by verbalising my thoughts, I had worked out what type of research I 
wanted to do and, to some extent, how it would be done. As Kvale and Brinkman (2009, p. 
xvii) point out, “If you want to know how people understand their world and their lives, why 
not talk with them?”   
 
“In narrative inquiry, people are looked at as embodiments of lived stories” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 43). For me, the image evoked by this quote was intense and had a 
flow-on effect to how I set about ‘collecting’ information from my storytellers. I started to 
view each person in my ultimate story as a precious or rare book in a library - the only 
copy. Each person had a unique story and only they could give it to me if they chose to 
do so. Even a story written about that person, either biographical or autobiographical, 
couldn’t give me answers to the exact questions that I wanted to explore. This became 
even clearer to me when Peter Sculthorpe, the distinguished Australian musician, died. I 
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had put Peter’s name on my original wish-list of people that I would like to interview for 
my doctoral project and, after his death, I realised that the opportunity to talk to him was 
gone forever. I felt a greater responsibility to represent the distinctive and diverse 
narratives of my storytellers in as authentic a manner as I could, and therefore, the ‘how-
to’ or method of collecting the precious stories was at the forefront of my mind.  
 
For this research, I chose to use a narrative inquiry approach to listen to, document and 
re-tell the stories of people who have made some kind of music activity the focus of their 
career and/or employment for most of their adult lives. Narrative inquiry is appropriate in 
this case because "it is aimed at understanding and making meaning of experience" 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 80) and narrative research is most useful “when you have 
individuals willing to tell their stories and you want to report their stories" (Creswell, 2012, 
p. 502). In their book Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Narrative Research 
(2000), Clandinin and Connelly reviewed the historical influences that had shaped their 
more than twenty-years’ journey using narrative approaches in research in education. In 
the earlier years of their work they had been perceived as "working at the margins of 
established inquiry traditions" (Clandinin & Connelly 2000, p. 4), however, the "study of 
narrative can now be found in virtually every field and social science discipline" 
(Riessman, 2008a, p. 17).  
 
Dewey's writings on the nature of experience, as discussed earlier, became a conceptual 
and imaginative backdrop to Clandinin and Connelly’s work as they embraced the notion 
that, even though an individual's experience is personal in nature, it is always in relation 
to a social context (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). It is the capacity of narrative research to 
connect personal experience to a place, a time, and a scene (the three-dimensional 
inquiry space described earlier) that creates such a rich environment for understanding 
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more than just facts about a particular phenomenon, and places it well within the broad 
field of qualitative research.  
 
As I am interested in exploring all possible factors that might contribute to lifelong 
engagement with music, a research type that allowed for contextual elements to be 
investigated appeared to be both advantageous and stimulating. I decided to conduct 
face-to-face, individual interviews with participants, because storytelling is enhanced by 
personal contact and one is able to observe the nuances of the story in the storyteller’s 
face and gestures (perhaps a reason why people prefer to Skype or videoconference with 
friends rather than just speak on the telephone). Kvale and Brinkman (2009, pp. 29, 30) 
advise interviewers to listen “between the lines” and to be observant of “vocalization, 
facial expressions, and other bodily gestures”. Further discussion about the use of 
research interviews in narrative research will be included later in this chapter.  
 
3.5 Narrative inquiry applied to this study  
The questions that underpin my research, ‘What stories do musicians tell us about their 
formative musical experiences?’ and ‘How have these experiences shaped the 
characteristics, beliefs, and goals of the participant’s current self?’ are complex questions 
for which I was not expecting straightforward or definitive answers. Instead, I was hoping 
for a multiplicity of interactively constructed, and culturally and socially diverse meanings 
to emerge from conversations with musicians who had volunteered to give voice to their 
own unique stories. Listening, collecting stories, reflecting on insights, interpreting and 
making meaning became priorities in seeking answers to my questions. Riessman (2008a, 
p.3), explains that: 
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In everyday oral storytelling, a speaker connects events into a sequence that is 
consequential for later action and for meanings that the speaker wants listeners to 
take away from the story. Events perceived by the speaker as important are 
selected, organized, connected, and evaluated as meaningful for a particular 
audience.  
 
It is then up to the listener/interviewer/researcher to make meaning from the stories that 
are told and to relate those meanings to a wider audience. I was fascinated at the way 
the stories being told to me took unexpected turns, jumped around historically, and 
exposed some ideas that hadn’t been thought of before. When Géza, for example, was 
trying to recall his early memories of music he suddenly remembered something that 
hadn’t occurred to him previously. Here is an excerpt from our conversation: We were 
four children and I don’t remember that we were singing together. Naturally, Christmas 
songs, and definitely now I remember . . . church! The church was a musical experience. 
That’s interesting. Now I am aware of that. Yes, church. 
 
Narratives may be "strategic, functional, and purposeful" and "encourage others to act" 
(Riessman 2008b, p. 8), but narrative inquiry may also have a broader focus in which the 
researcher is trying to understand a phenomena or experience, or situate an event within 
a larger context. Just as there are many genres of literary narratives – a ballad, a short 
story, a novel, for example – there are various forms of research narratives. In collecting 
and telling stories, many of the forms seem similar and do overlap, a matter of semantics 
perhaps. What is the difference between life stories, life histories, and oral histories? How 
do we differentiate between biographies, personal accounts, personal narratives or 
personal experience stories?  
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As I intended to "write and record the experiences of another person's life" (Creswell, 
2012, p. 502), storying became the dominant form through which I investigated my 
research questions. Conversations with musicians resulted in stories about seminal 
events, significant times in their lives, important relationships, and more that informed my 
study around the research questions. To some extent, because my story crossed paths 
with those of my participants, there is an element of autobiography, where I reflect on my 
own experience as it interweaves with the stories of others. Although I was not 
specifically setting out to tell a whole of life story of any of my colleagues, a life story form 
emerges to some extent as the storytellers related early music experiences to events 
later in life.  Personal experience narratives emerged, and these gave information about 
specific individual experiences.  Personal experience stories are "found in single or 
multiple episodes, private situations, or communal folklore" (Creswell, Hanson, Clark 
Plano, & Morales, 2007, p. 243) and can address strategic and functional aspects of the 
stories told. Creswell (2012, p. 504) lists at least eighteen types of narrative research 
forms. Rather than elaborating on each one, he instead encourages the researcher to 
answer the following questions in order to determine the form that will be used and I will 
now discuss these with reference to my study.   
 
3.5.i Who writes or records the story?  
The stories that I have related in this thesis were written by me following individual, face-to 
face conversations with my musician colleagues. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) advise 
allowing time for people to tell their story with confidence and to feel genuinely listened to, 
and an individual, face-to-face interview can provide that opportunity. The conversations 
were recorded for later transcription and analysis. The stories re-told here are 
biographical, and therefore subject to my interpretation, and this is accepted as a valid 
aspect of narrative inquiry methods (Riessman, 2008a). As well as being based on words 
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and recollections, face-to-face interviews have the advantage of close proximity that 
reveals information via body language, facial expressions, silences and all of the nuances 
not available with the printed word alone. In collecting the stories for this project there were 
many times when something was said with a twinkle in the eye, or a comment was 
followed by a good laugh. These nuances are not obvious from simply reading the words 
of the transcription from the page, and I was grateful that I had been able to meet face-to-
face with my storytellers and be able to experience that deeper meaning.  
 
Apart from worrying that my recording technology was functioning correctly, I found that 
the face-to-face setting allowed for a very relaxed and productive time with each of my 
colleagues. The fact that I had long-established, professional and/or personal relationships 
with each of my storytellers also contributed to the comfortable rapport that was 
established. In other studies, I have conducted interviews and meetings via Skype, 
telephone, teleconference and video conference. However, for me, meeting in person is 
always a far superior method of connecting with other people and I am pleased that I 
chose to engage in these conversations in person.  
 
I am drawn to the way that Kvale and Brinkman (2009) refer to interviews as 
‘conversations’, and they urge those who want to know how people understand their world 
to simply talk to them. Making the point that interviews are common in our culture and 
nothing mysterious, they contend that “an interview is a conversation that has a structure 
and a purpose” (p.3). The concept of interviewing as a conversation, infers that there are 
two active participants who jointly construct narrative and meaning (Mishler, 1986) and 
that is the way I viewed my interaction with my colleagues. Moving away from the 
formalism of a highly structured interview to a context in which they could develop longer 
narrative accounts of their experiences (Riessman, 2008), allowed me to develop a more 
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nuanced re-telling of the experiences recounted, as the conversations were able to easily 
travel between topics and shift focus when it suited.  
 
I chose to use a semi-structured interview approach which Kvale and Brinkman (2009, p. 
3) describe as, “an interview with the purpose of obtaining descriptions of the life world of 
the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena”.  The 
interview guide for a semi-structured interview usually includes “an outline of topics to be 
covered, with suggested questions” (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009, p. 130). I therefore planned 
interviews around the following broad topics:  
Musical beginnings – individual experience;  
Family contexts;  
Formal music learning experiences;  
Other life experiences.  
A list of stimulus questions grouped under the above headings can be found in Appendix 
1.  
 
Kvale and Brinkman (2009) stress the importance of conceptualizing a topic, as well as 
planning an entire project, before starting to interview, and make the point that many 
researchers fail to understand the difficulties involved in conducting research interviews, 
and therefore fail to plan adequately for the experience. They propose the following 
approach to interview inquiry but admit that it is somewhat idealistic. The aim is to 
encourage the researcher to “make thoughtful decisions about method, based on 
knowledge of the topic of the study, the methodological options available, their ethical 
implications, and anticipated consequences of the choices for the entire interview project” 
(Kvale & Brinkman, 2009, pp. 99, 100). I was interested in this succinct, yet thorough, 
description of a process that may take many years to complete and adopted it as a kind of 
 80 
 
template when planning my own conversational project. As I drew closer to commencing 
conversations with my colleagues, I was grateful for the direction that their description 
gave me. After commencing my interviews I realised the importance of thorough planning 
as the conversations sometimes strayed from the topic, or the answer to a particular 
question seemed to become the answer to a completely different question. Having the 
broad topics and stimulus questions, referred to earlier, were important to staying on task 
but without closing down dialogue about relevant information or interesting anecdotes.  
 
3.5.ii How much of a life is recorded and presented? 
The years prior to a musician achieving recognition or gaining musical employment are 
rarely documented unless that person has shown prodigious tendencies at a young age. A 
well-known example of this phenomenon is Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, of whom much 
has been written to emphasise the fact that he was an exceptional musician from the age 
of five or six. Some would say that he was extremely talented, and Colvin (2008, p. 25) 
calls Mozart the “ultimate example of the divine-spark theory of greatness”. As Mozart is 
no longer available for interview, it is difficult to validate the claims that have been made 
about his early music skills or the influences on his development, and there are now those 
who dispute history's claims as exceptional marketing on the part of Mozart's father 
(Colvin, 2008). However, it would have been interesting to hear Mozart's side of the story.  
 
I was not intending to document the whole of life history of each of the participants in my 
project but rather, I wanted to focus on periods or several periods in the individual's life. 
Creswell (2012, p. 504) calls these accounts “personal experience stories”.  Since I am 
interested in the context of the participant’s music education as well as the content, I 
wanted to explore the ‘where’, the ‘how’, the ‘when’, and the ‘who’ of their musical 
involvement and experiences in their formative years. As mentioned earlier, there may be 
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other documents that can assist with the process but my main intention is to understand 
experiences from the perception of each person who shares their story. This is coherent 
with Clandinin and Connelly's (2000) stance that the personal experience story should be 
both personal and social, meaning that the participant’s experiences need to be 
considered within the larger context of the communities in which life events occurred.  
 
3.5.iii Who provides the story?  
“It is important that the researcher listen first to the practitioner’s story, and that it is the 
practitioner who first tells his or her story” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). For this 
research, I chose to converse with musicians who have made some kind of music activity 
the focus of their career and/or employment for most of their adult lives. In thinking about 
who I would like to talk to for my research project, there were some names that 
immediately came to mind because I know them well. However, I also wondered if the 
interview situation would work if we were already good friends and I knew a considerable 
amount about them. After thinking about it for a while though, I realised that, although I 
knew some of the people well, I didn't know all of them when they were children, and I 
really knew very little about the circumstances surrounding their early music instruction 
and experiences. Why did they begin music lessons? Which parent was most 
encouraging? Did they like their teacher? How quickly did they progress? I could see that 
regardless of my relationship with any of the people who spoke with me, there was so 
much to find out. Table 1 (see page 87) provides some brief information about the people 
who volunteered to participate in my study. I interviewed six musicians, and a short 
description of each person is included in the table.  
 
However, first I would to like to tell a story about a journey that I went on, both physically 
and metaphorically, that influenced the final list of participants that you see below.  
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3.5.iv Serendipity meets thesis 
I had planned to interview Géza Szilvay in his home city of Helsinki in Finland, 
though I was wondering how I would be able to fit in a long journey overseas with 
his very busy travel schedule and my work commitments. He was born, and grew 
up, in Hungary but had migrated to Finland before he started his Colourstrings™ 
teaching. I had also been on a ‘Colourstrings™ Australia’ committee that was trying 
to organise a visit to Australia by Dr. Szilvay to conduct training workshops for 
teachers. The committee had first met in November 2013 with the faint hope of 
bringing Géza to Australia in July/August of the following year. He was free at that 
time, but it seemed too big a hurdle to get everything organised and to attract 
enough ‘customers’ in that short period of time. We met in January 2014 and 
decided to ‘throw in the towel’ for that year and start planning for the event to occur 
in 2015. However, very soon after that meeting, a school in Toowoomba offered 
their facilities, there was a team of teachers from the school who took control of 
most of the planning, and so the workshop was able to proceed. I was subsequently 
invited to present at the Colourstrings™ School, and so I contacted Géza to ask if I 
could interview him while we were both there. He works very hard and it was 
difficult to schedule a time with him, but that is another story…  
 
Not long before the workshop was to be held, we found out that Géza’s brother, 
Csaba, was also able to come to Australia at that time and so he was added to the 
list of presenters. Csaba, a cellist who also experienced his music education in 
Hungary, wrote the Colourstrings© cello curriculum and books, and together with 
Géza, started the Helsinki Strings in Finland. I emailed my supervisor, Liz, to ask if 
she thought it would be a good idea to also interview Csaba while he was in 
Australia and so have two siblings as part of my selection of participants. Liz was 
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very enthusiastic about the idea and I therefore contacted Csaba and he agreed to 
meet with me in Toowoomba.  
 
It was during my interview-conversation with Csaba that I thought about my own 
sister. Helen, who was attending the workshop in Toowoomba as well, is also a 
cellist and was introduced to Colourstrings™ by me, just as Csaba had 
collaborated with his brother Géza. I started to wonder if there might be an 
interesting connection to write about here concerning two brothers and two sisters 
from two different generations, who grew up in different countries, and who were 
now all pursuing our love of string pedagogy in Toowoomba, Australia.  
 
I rang Liz. “Liz, I’ve had what I think is a really good idea but I want to talk to you 
about it before I pursue it. While I was recording my conversation with Csaba 
Szilvay it occurred to me that my sister Helen is a cellist and that there is a similar 
relationship between Helen and me as there is with Géza and Csaba. Helen is here 
in Toowoomba as well and I would like to interview her for my research project.” 
Without hesitation Liz said, “I think that’s a great idea and it seems totally 
appropriate. I interviewed my mother and my sister for a research study once so 
you might like to read that article. It was called “Songs She Sang to Me” 
(Mackinlay, 2009), or something like that. The only issue I had was that my sister 
was afraid of saying the wrong thing and was almost looking to me to approve her 
answers. You just need to be aware of something like that.” With Liz’s 
encouragement, I organised to talk to Helen (officially) before she returned to 
Melbourne.  
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I read Liz’s article and followed up a couple of her references, particularly Ellis and 
Bochner’s Composing Ethnography (1996), and the chapters where researchers had 
worked with family members. As I investigated further, my sources revealed that most 
research methodologies simply presume that subjects of investigation will be strangers to 
the researcher. Oral history researchers are an exception because they are often working 
with members of their own family or with several members of another family in order to 
collect authentic stories that help them to understand the culture of family units. Yow 
(2015) cautions that interviewing one’s own family is different because “the interviewer 
has a lifelong relationship with the narrator and a mutual identification with the same 
family”, and that one “must be especially sensitive to the ramifications of your close 
identification with your narrators and of the narrator’s close identification with you” (p. 
291).  
 
Kvale and Brinkman (2009) write about what they call “relational knowledge” (p. 302) and 
describe interviews (conversations) as being “a co-constructive process involving both 
parties” (p. 302). They therefore see the relationship and personal interaction between 
the parties as central to the process of locating and framing significant knowledge. In the 
case of my research, all of the storytellers are well-known to me and I felt that I was able 
to create a space during our conversations where each person felt “free and safe to talk 
of private events” (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009, p. 16) that I would later make public. The fact 
that each person volunteered to the use of their real name in my thesis was reassurance 
for me.  
 
In discussing ethical issues in relation to narrative research, Barrett and Stauffer (2009) 
propose that respect should be a principal focus of the transactional connection that 
exists between individuals in the research space regardless of friendships or other 
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identified relationships, and suggest that, in fact, narrative researchers need to foster 
strong relationships with the people they work with in order to generate meaningful 
knowledge. They posit that, “One cannot ‘know’ without ‘getting to know’ and ‘becoming 
known’ to the other in the context of respectful transactions and relationships (Barrett & 
Stauffer, 2009, p. 21).  
 
After I returned from the workshop in Toowoomba, other familial connections became 
apparent to me. My youngest brother Jim is a musician and I arranged to interview him at 
his home in Brisbane. While I was there, I asked Jim’s wife Carmen if she might talk to 
me about her music education in Singapore, and subsequently at the prestigious Indiana 
University in Bloomington Indiana. Even though Carmen has been my sister-in-law for 
many years and I know that she is a very accomplished pianist and music therapist, I had 
never asked her about her experiences of music as a child and young adult.  
 
The person who completes the list of six interviewees is not related to anyone else in the 
group, apart from the fact that he belongs to the Colourstrings™ community which is very 
much like a family now after being in existence for more than forty years. I couldn’t resist 
asking David Banney to talk to me because his story has always fascinated me. David is 
a string player, pedagogue, composer, and conductor at the highest level who struggles 
to make a living from part-time and freelance work and commissions. The reason that his 
story captivates me is that David originally qualified as a medical doctor but the power of 
music was so strong in him that he gave up a potentially lucrative career in medicine and 
went back to university for several years to make a life as a musician. I had to try to find 
out the source of the magnetism. 
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Here is some brief information about each person who trusted me with their story.  
NAME Brief information  
 Géza Szilvay Violinist, music educator. (PhD). Founder and author of 
Colourstrings© ABC. Founder/conductor of Helsinki 
Strings. Former Director of East Helsinki Music 
Institute, now retired.  
 Csaba Szilvay  Cellist, music educator. Writer of Colourstrings© ABC 
for cello. Conductor of Helsinki Strings. Brother of Géza 
Szilvay.  
 David Banney  Conductor, composer, performer, string pedagogue. 
(PhD). 
 Helen Holt  Cellist, string pedagogue. 
 Jim Clinch Organist, music business owner. 
 Carmen Cheong-Clinch Pianist and Music Therapist. (PhD). Working in 
adolescent mental health. 
Table 1: List of storytellers   
 
3.5.v What theoretical lens is being used?  
This study is underpinned by philosophical assumptions that are grounded in a social 
constructivist/interpretivist world view that focuses on "describing and explaining 
someone's recollection of events and activities" (Janesick, 2010, p. 7) in order to 
understand their lived experience. I chose to use narrative research because it is inductive 
and changing. I hoped that the stories that I collected would reveal meanings that were 
varied and multiple, leading to a complexity of views rather than a constricted meaning that 
could come from using a questionnaire or more structured interview situation (Creswell, 
2012). I relied as much as possible on the storytellers' views and used broad-based 
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questions that encouraged conversation and sharing of stories in order to construct the 
meaning of recalled situations. My interpretation of the stories may well have been shaped 
by my own experiences and background and therefore, at the beginning of this chapter, I 
wrote briefly about my connection to the research project and to the participants.  
 
3.5.vi Collecting the stories  
From the beginning of this project my aim was to collect stories that "document the 
individual's story in his or her own words" (Creswell, 2012, p. 506) and to consider the 
stories as "windows on distinctive social worlds” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008, p. 244). In this 
case it is the world of musicians. The main vehicle for collecting the stories was one-on-
one semi-structured interviews in which the participants were encouraged respond to 
stimulus questions. As previously mentioned, I grouped stimulus questions around four 
topics: musical beginnings, family contexts, formal music learning experiences, and other 
life experiences.  
 
One interview, of approximately one hour, was conducted with each of the participants. I 
used AudioNote Lite to record each of the interviews, backed up by a second recording 
on a Sony digital recorder.  Since "narrative researchers situate individual stories within 
participants' personal experiences (their jobs, their homes), their culture (racial or ethnic), 
and their historical contexts (time and place)" (Creswell, 2007, p. 56), I also have 
additional information about the contexts of the stories I have explored. Other sources of 
data include biographical information, emails between the participants and myself, letters, 
recordings, web pages, official records, and published texts.  
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3.5.vii The process of narrativity  
The analysis and re-telling of such stories, together with the search for meaning within 
those stories, becomes part of a whole process of narrativity. Gubrium and Holstein (2008) 
write about the fact that there is yet another layer to narrative practice that entails 
contemplating the process of narrativity in its own right. They note the difference between 
sharing stories at one level, and “noticing, cataloguing, and analysing the corpus of 
narratives for similarities and differences” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008, p. 241) on a deeper, 
more meaningful level. This requires a “leap in imagination, highlighting narrativity as 
something separate and distinct from the stories themselves” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008, 
p. 241). In narrative inquiry, the “analysis of the internal organization of stories” (Gubrium 
& Holstein, 2008, p. 242), and the “social organisation of the storying process” (Gubrium & 
Holstein, 2008, p. 261) are as important as the content of the story. Connelly and 
Clandinin (1990, p. 2) used the terms “narrative inquiry” and “inquiry into narrative”  to 
highlight the fact that narrative is “both phenomenon and method” , and made the point 
that, while people lead and tell storied lives, the narrative researcher collects and tells 
these stories and describes experiences by writing about them.  
 
In this study, I collected stories from my conversations with musicians and, through 
analysis and re-storying, I attempted to understand the narratives themselves, the 
characters and narrators of the stories, and the kinds of narrative knowledge that such 
stories hold. In practice, the processes of storying and re-storying dovetail, back track, 
and continually interweave with one another, often simultaneously, bringing another level 
to the depth of narrative as personal, social, and relational accounts of lived experience.  
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3.6 Finding meaning  
Narrative analysis takes as its object of investigation the story itself … The 
methodological approach examines the informant’s story and analyses how it is put 
together, the linguistic and cultural resources it draws on, and how it persuades a 
listener of authenticity (Riessman, 2002, p. 216).  
With Riessman’s guidance from the quote above, I aimed in the first instance, to make 
each individual account the centre of its own investigation before trying to make links 
between the stories. While I had prepared stimulus questions, the conversations often 
took on a life of their own and sorting the meandering chat was challenging given the 
differing cultures and principal languages of the storytellers.  
 
In the study, I sought to understand my participants' early music experiences, and how 
these experiences may have affected their whole of life experience to this point. Creating 
a chronology of events from the stories that were told was therefore an important element 
of the analysis. It became important also to place the chronology of events into the social, 
historical and personal contexts of each of the participants. As referenced in the quote 
above, effective narrative analysis should also make reference to the way a story is told, 
the shape of the account and to the content of the story. To assist with this process, 
Riessman (2002, p. 221) proposed that there is a minimum of “five levels or kinds of 
representation” in the analysis and interpretation process that may or may not overlap, 
and these are discussed below.  
 
3.6.i Listening  
In the first stage of listening to or what Riessman (2002, p. 221) refers to as ‘attending to’ a 
phenomena, the participant may make meaning by reflecting on, thinking about, or 
remembering an experience and thereby creating a reality of their own observations. With 
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regard to my study, participants were prompted to ‘attend to’ past events by being asked a 
general question relating to musical experiences in childhood during face-to-face 
interviews. The questions were foreshadowed in a letter of invitation to the participants that 
accompanied it. In this way, the interviewees were given the time to reflect on their 
experiences before the interview was conducted. An excerpt from the letter of invitation 
appears below:  
 
Project Title: 
LIGHTING THE FIRE: STORIES THAT MUSICIANS TELL  
Introduction and Purpose of the Study 
 
Thank you for considering participation in this study.  
Leavy (2008, p. 25) asserts that "telling, retelling, writing, and rewriting stories 
are fundamental parts of social life and our study of it", and good stories 
explain, entertain, inspire, educate and convince. Sometimes there are 
stories that we think have already been told or that we think should be 
obvious to those looking on. However, in the fast pace of 21st century life, the 
richness of peoples' life stories is often lost amongst the "need-to-know-now" 
and "results-oriented" society that we live in. By collecting people’s stories, 
we can hope to learn from the "continuity and wholeness of an individual's life 
experience" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 17).  
 
Through the use of personal interviews, this study will explore the early music 
experiences of musicians who have made music their principal occupation 
throughout their lives. The research question posed by this study is: “What 
stories do musicians tell us about their earliest musical experiences?”  
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I hope to find out, through analysis of each person’s unique story, if there 
might be contexts, influences and experiences in childhood that could lead a 
person to seek lifelong engagement with music. I expect there to be 
implications from the study in relation to the creation of positive music 
environments for young children.   
 
3.6.ii Telling  
Conversations with the participants provided the opportunity for each person to create a 
personal narrative to explain events by telling about their experience or journey.  Stories 
may vary with different audiences because the storyteller often reacts to cues from their 
audience, or perhaps the telling of the story is constrained by the linguistic ability or the 
language of the teller. By engaging in a conversation, the talker and the listener create the 
narrative together. Below is an excerpt of a conversation with Carmen:  
 
  I heard the next door neighbours – Jean and Ruth. See we lived in these houses 
where the living room windows faced each other   
 So, this was in Singapore?  
  Yes, that’s right, and Jean and Ruth were a little bit older than me and they started 
learning to play the piano and apparently, no actually I remember going to the 
window and looking out to see what they were doing. (Laughs) So, I was quite 
nosey by then, even then. I must have said something to Mum and the next thing I 
had a toy piano – about this big (indicates about forty centimetres) and I could play 
on it. It had real keys. A little toy grand piano about A4 size, and I would ring my 
cousin and he would tell me the numbers to play to play “Twinkle, Twinkle”. Yeh. 
That’s probably the earliest thing 
  Any idea how old you might have been?  
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  Probably about three or four because I was really little, because I actually started 
having lessons when I was five. So I was still in Kindergarten at the time.  
 
All stories, in fact, are representations of events, for “nature and the world do not tell 
stories, individuals do” (Riessman, 2002, p. 216), and individuals may interpret life events 
according to their individual experience and their responses to those experiences. A 
narrative approach to inquiry emphasises the lives of individuals as told through their own 
stories, and the telling of a story, and the subsequent conversation between the story 
teller and the researcher, can allow both parties to explore the significance of individual 
experiences. In some cases it may be possible to validate the knowledge gained through 
the collection of stories, and to separate fact from personal opinion. However, narrative 
inquiry is concerned with an individual view, assessed on its own merits, and viewed 
within its own socio-cultural context. The narrative researcher, in seeking the significance 
of lived experience, is concerned with “narrative truths” and not necessarily “historical 
truths” (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 9), because the participants' perceptions or reconstructed 
memories of their experiences are just as “real”, have helped to shape their journey, and 
should therefore provide a rich source of data for discussion.  
 
3.6.iii Re-listening  
“There is no one, true representation of spoken language” (Riessman, 2002, p. 225) and 
so the researcher makes decisions based on values about what is important. I needed to 
make decisions about how best to capture the lived experiences of people in the limited 
form of text. After conducting each interview, I transcribed the conversation as raw data 
myself so that I could once again attend to the voices and to listen for changes in tone, 
volume, rhythm, speed and so on. Transcripts were returned to the interviewees for 
clarification or validation, and to ensure that they agreed with the content of our 
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conversations. Going back to the participant at an early stage of the process is a way of 
recognising their partnership with the researcher and engendering trust in the relationship.  
 
The next stage of transcription involved re-transcribing the raw data by "identifying key 
elements of the story" (Creswell, 2012, p. 509). Without making assumptions about the 
stories that I collected, I am drawn to Creswell's previously discussed "Three-Dimensional 
Space Narrative Structure" (Creswell, 2012, p. 511) as a means of identifying these key 
elements. This structure is based on the aforementioned notion of themes emerging from 
the "personal and social (the interaction); the past, present, and future (continuity); and 
the place (situation)" (Creswell, 2007, p. 56).  
 
3.6.iv Finding meaning in experience   
Narrative analysis is a process whereby “the researcher extracts an emerging theme from 
the fullness of lived experiences presented in the data themselves, and configures stories 
making a range of disconnected research elements coherent, so that the story can appeal 
to the reader’s understanding and imagination” (Kim, 2006, p. 5). In interviewing a number 
of people, the researcher may need to make decisions that will bring the disconnected 
elements together into a coherent whole. There may be critical moments that emerge, 
turning points that become obvious as a story unfolds, or epiphanies, as Denzin (1988) 
called them, that have the potential to change the course of the analysis.  
 
When I was talking to Carmen, who was born in Singapore and spent all of her childhood 
there, she told a story about how she got her name. This was more of an ‘ah ha’ moment 
for me rather than a great epiphany or major turning point, however, it reminded me of a 
saying attributed to Zoltan Kodály. It is said, that when asked about when a child should 
begin music education, Kodály replied, “nine months before birth” (Kodály Concept, n.d.).  
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The importance of the ‘mother’ or other critical person to a child’s musical development is 
clear. I have reproduced part of our conversation here: 
 
  OK, so Mum came from a big family, right? Her brothers . . . my uncle came here to 
Melbourne to go to school. He actually learnt to play the guitar here and then the 
story was that he went back to Singapore – now this is her elder brother – came 
home with a guitar and everyone looked at him and said “er, what is that?” They all 
started learning and singing. I cannot remember what my grandparents did, but for 
some reason my mother’s siblings were very musical – they sang a lot.  
  So maybe there was that running through your family? 
  And it was Mum being introduced to the opera “Carmen” that my name is Carmen. 
So she loved the opera and she said “My first daughter will be named Carmen” and 
that is why I have my name.  
 
Themes that relate to several participants may materialise and “the challenge is to 
identify similarities across the moments into an aggregate, a summation” (Riessman, 
2002, p. 226). Analysis techniques include making decisions about form, chronology, 
style of presentation, type of language to be used, editing, how much of a story to tell, 
and how to weave a new story from the fragments of old ones.  
 
3.6.v Reading experience or re-storying  
Leavy (2008, p. 30) warns that researchers “need to pay attention to how narratives are 
communicated” especially in terms of creating coherence in the re-told story. Restorying 
allows the researcher to create a story with a linear chronology that has a beginning, 
middle, and an end, and to make sense of the sometimes disconnected stories that have 
been collected. As well as writing within the framework of Clandinin and Connelly's (2000) 
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"Three-Dimensional Space Narrative Structure" that allows for the contexts of stories to be 
explored, it is possible that themes may emerge from the story that allow for a more 
detailed development of the meaning of the stories. My greatest concern from the start 
was to present authentic stories that conveyed each individual's experiences and placed 
the participants' voices in the foreground of the investigation. It is no longer acceptable in 
qualitative research for the researcher to be the “omniscient, distanced qualitative writer” 
(Creswell, 2007, p. 178) and that approach would be counter-productive in most narrative 
inquiries. As Creswell notes, “In the end, the narrative study tells the story of individuals 
unfolding in a chronology of their experiences, set within their personal, social, and 
historical context, and including the important themes in those lived experiences” (2007, p. 
57).  
 
3.7 My position in the story 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) echo Geertz's metaphor of a life story being like a parade 
and conclude that "we know what we know because of how we are positioned" in the 
parade (p. 17). This standpoint resonated with me because of my interest in my 
participants' musical stories, and it caused me to ask how my position in these stories 
could create meaning and assist me to represent "healthy, productive, human 
relationships?" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 18) in the re-telling of the stories I 
collected. Creswell (2012, p. 501), informs us that narratives should "enrich the lives of 
both the researcher and the participant(s)", and, to that end, I believed that a personal and 
open-ended interview format would provide the best forum for the participant to be truly 
able to relate their stories in a relaxed and non-threatening way. I also made a decision to 
let the participants know that they could withdraw from my research project at any time if 
they felt in any way uncomfortable or compromised. It was, however, important to me to be 
able to use the participants’ real names because, from my point of view, the stories 
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seemed to hold less weight under a pseudonym, and all of the participants were people 
who I had known for some time through my own career. All of the musicians agreed to 
have their names used in my research and in the writing of this thesis, and I was grateful 
to them for trusting me to represent their personal narratives.  
 
Coda 
Through my conversations with my colleagues I wanted to understand the way in which 
early musical experiences contributed to a sustained and lifelong engagement with music. 
Through personal conversations and interviews, I hoped to understand the lived 
experiences of the participants for "life… is filled with narrative fragments, enacted in 
storied moments of time and space, and reflected upon and understood in terms of 
narrative unities and discontinuities" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 17). My research 
employed a narrative inquiry approach to collect, explore and tell the stories of the music 
experiences of selected musicians. Information related to my sub-question, which asked 
how these experiences have shaped the characteristics, beliefs and goals of  each 
participant’s current self, was of particular interest to me in my role as a music educator 
interested in creating educational and social environments for children that may optimise 
music engagement and learning. 
  
 97 
 
CHAPTER 4: MEET THE STORYTELLERS 
 
Prelude  
The last slide of my PowerPoint presentation had just come up and I thanked 
everyone for attending my Confirmation of Candidature seminar. I felt relieved that 
the bulk of my contribution for the process was over and I was reasonably confident 
that I had presented my research clearly and with sufficient justification of the topic 
and methodology I had chosen. As I was studying part-time and I had a full-time 
job, it had taken me almost two years to be ready to present my PhD research for 
confirmation. However, since I had been thinking about the topic for so long and 
both of my supervisors were pleased with my progress, I was looking forward to 
answering any questions that the panel or audience might pose.  
 
“Thank you for attending my presentation today,” I said. “Are there any questions?” 
One of the other post-graduate students asked a question that I was easily able to 
answer and then there was silence. Dr. Smith (not his real name), who was part of 
my review panel, leaned back in his chair. Until then he had been doing a very 
good impression of someone who was totally disinterested in my seminar, or 
perhaps he was just unamused at having to stay back on a Friday afternoon in 
November for a confirmation of candidature presentation. He hadn’t introduced 
himself when he came into the room, but I had guessed who he was because he 
was carrying a copy of the research document that I had submitted two weeks 
earlier. At this point he picked up the document, threw it down on the desk, and 
said forcefully, “I don’t get it!” “Could you give me some more information about 
what you don’t understand?” I managed to say as my mind skipped through many 
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questions - Don’t get what? Is he joking? What have I done wrong? “Well, for a 
start,” he said, “You can’t interview famous people. This isn’t a book, it’s a thesis.”  
 
The second last slide for my presentation had been a wish list of people that I had 
identified would be very interesting to interview for my project. I was drawn to finding out 
about the formative music experiences of musicians whether famous or relatively 
unknown and, for the most part, there is little or no information readily available about their 
experiences of music before music became their chosen profession. As I wanted to know 
why they had become musicians and remained musicians for most of their lives, I 
wondered if there had been influences during their childhood and formative years that had 
contributed to the passion that drove them towards music. Some of the names on my list 
were realistic and others were a case of, “Wouldn’t it be amazing to talk to Keith Urban or 
Peter Sculthorpe, for example.” I thought I had made that clear.  
 
I looked over at Liz, my principal supervisor, and her face looked a little like Edvard 
Munch’s painting, The Scream. To buy some processing time, I put my list of 
possible interviewees back up on the screen. “Which famous people are not 
suitable?” I asked. By this time the chair of the panel, Dr. Brown (not her real 
name) had joined Dr. Smith’s team. “What about Peter Sculthorpe?” said Dr. 
Brown, “he is famous.” “I know that he is a well-known composer but he is part of 
my world as a musician and I have known him since I was in high school,” I said. 
“What about John Curro?” came another example. “I have known John since I 
joined the Youth Orchestra when I was fifteen, and I think of him as a friend,” I 
retorted. “They’re not famous to me.” 
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I realised then that my world of music was quite different from that of most of the other 
people in the room. I had been privileged to have been a musician, violinist, teacher, 
conductor, for more than forty years, and in that time I had worked with, and sometimes 
taught, many extraordinary musicians some of whom had become well known or what 
might be called famous. However, most of them had not found a career in music easily 
and many excellent musicians haven’t experienced monetary rewards, accolades, or 
recognition. It convinced me even further that their stories were worth collecting and 
telling. I conceded that people like Keith Urban and Kylie Minogue were unlikely 
interviewees but they were on my super wish list which I could keep for post-doctoral 
research. In any case, I thought it would be interesting to know more about their childhood 
experiences of music as a clue to their later musical involvement, and I had already 
determined that there was no point in interviewing someone who had been unsuccessful 
in their quest to become a musician. 
  
“What is wrong with being famous?” I asked. “Fame would have altered the 
motivation to become a musician,” I was told. “But not when the musician was five, 
or six, or ten years old,” I offered. “There must have been something that lead them 
down the path to music even if they became famous later.” After several hours of 
discussion, it was made clear to me that famous people were ‘off the table’.  
 
I left the university that day feeling like I had wasted two years of my precious time 
coming up with a research idea that wouldn’t fly. Of course, I had to re-write my 
confirmation document and include a new list of interviewees, and so followed several 
months of agonizing about how I was going to make my project work. It was suggested to 
me that I only interview Géza Szilvay and his daughter for whom he created the 
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Colourstrings™ violin teaching method, but I felt that this would be too narrow a 
perspective both musically and culturally.  
 
Sadly, Peter Sculthorpe died soon after my confirmation seminar and it awakened in me 
the urgency to collect the ordinary stories of people who had made wonderful 
contributions to music regardless of fame and fortune. I eventually realised that there are 
many successful musicians who are not famous but who have done extraordinary things 
in their musical careers. I have chosen six of those people to talk to for my project. Why 
six? Kvale and Brinkman (2009) raise the point that sometimes qualitative interview 
studies are designed with underlying quantitative values that suppose that the more 
interviews that are conducted, the more scientific will be the outcome. They even suggest 
that some current interview studies would benefit from fewer interviews and more in-
depth preparation and analysis. When broaching the topic of how many interview 
subjects should be selected they say, “Interview as many subjects as necessary to find 
out what you need to know” (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009. p. 113). Narrative interviews focus 
on the stories that are told and the six stories that I was able to collect here are diverse in 
their origin and context, and rich in their content. My own life story intersects with each of 
my storytellers in multiple ways and so I have included my own recollections and 
experiences as a way of exploring my topic more fully. Susan Chase (2011, p. 423) 
encourages narrative researchers to treat their own stories as a focus of the inquiry, and 
as a means of creating “a more equitable relationship between the researcher and those 
she or he studies by subjecting the researched and the researcher to an analytic lens”.   
 
4.1 The storytellers  
In this chapter, I introduce my storytellers, the people who were kind enough to sit down 
with me and talk about their experiences of music in their early formative years. It was 
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indeed a privilege to be invited into the private world of the people that I introduce below, 
and to be able to place them into a context of a whole of life music experience that I had 
known very little about previously. Even in interviewing members of my own family, I came 
to realise that I didn’t necessarily know everything about them in the same sense that they 
know about themselves. Kvale and Brinkman (2009), talk about interviewing as being a co-
constructive process that relies heavily on the relationship and personal interaction 
between the parties involved. The relationship between the interviewer and interviewee 
therefore creates significant knowledge that may be different depending on the personal 
relationship that exists or that develops. The interview, or conversation that takes place, is 
one where “the unique relation between human beings determines the result” (Kvale & 
Brinkman, 2009, p.302). While my relationship with my sister and brother was a long 
established and personal one, I recognised that, growing up, my siblings and I didn’t spend 
every waking moment in each other’s company, and as young children with eight years 
between us, we had experienced many different things. After reading Clandinin and 
Connelly (2000, p.179), I came to see that people’s stories are indeed “conditional on our 
interests and surrounding circumstances”, and that we can’t presume to know how 
individuals react to varying circumstances and environments.  
 
I explore here the interview transcripts and isolated information in order to create a 
narrative framework for each person. I have also used my own words to create a 
chronology and milieu around each individual. I hope that I have been able to give an 
insight into the personalities and lives of these interesting people who have all contributed 
to music education in some way.  
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4.2 It is inevitable. Géza Szilvay  
As soon as I decided to embark on this research project and to talk to people who have 
been musicians for most of their lives, the first person I put on my list of possible 
interviewees was Géza Szilvay. Géza has been a mentor and inspiration to me since I first 
studied with him in 1980. There are many publications where one can find biographical 
information about Géza but such publications are necessarily brief and condense 
information into snapshots about events or achievements in adult life. In general, a 
‘curriculum vitae’ is not expected to cover more than the previous four or five years and 
marketing materials are usually focused on one event or idea. Due to my long association 
with Géza, I felt that perhaps I knew more about him than a member of the general public, 
however, I realised that in almost forty years I had never sat down and asked him 
questions about his life, and in particular his childhood and upbringing. While over time I 
had collected, in my mind, glimpses of who this man was, I had no clear picture of what 
had come before the time when I met him, or how he came to devote his life to creating his 
remarkable string teaching method that has produced such outstanding and real results. I 
knew that he was driven to work hard, almost to the point of it being detrimental to his 
wellbeing. What made him that way and why did he devote so much energy to music when 
he clearly had other options? During our conversation for this research, I was able to fill in 
a lot of the gaps in my knowledge as we talked about different times and events in his life.   
 
I found a seat in the auditorium of the Sydney Conservatorium of Music to hear a 
man from Finland talk on the topic of The Kodály Method Applied to the Teaching 
of String Instruments. The Kodály philosophy was fairly new in music education in 
Australia in 1979 but I had been introduced to it towards the end of my music 
education degree that I completed at the Queensland Conservatorium. In 1979, I 
was in my final year of another music degree majoring in violin at the Tasmanian 
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Conservatorium of Music and I had already been awarded a Hungarian 
Government scholarship to study The Kodály Method at the Zoltan Kodály 
Pedagogical Institute of Music in Kecskemet, Hungary a few months later. This 
session that promised to combine the Kodály philosophy with violin teaching 
seemed like a good one for me but I did wonder what someone from Finland could 
tell me about a music education approach that started in Hungary. The speaker 
stepped up to the microphone: “My name is Géza Szilvay and I was born in 
Hungary. I am here to talk to you about Colourstrings© Violin ABC (Szilvay, 1981)”, 
and my life changed forever.  
 
From the first time I met Géza Szilvay it was obvious to me that there was something 
quite remarkable about him. He was a quiet and unassuming gentleman with impeccable 
manners, but at the same time he was also undeniably enthusiastic and entrepreneurial 
with regard to music education, and in particular, Colourstrings™ violin teaching that he 
had created while teaching in Finland. He was not well known outside of Finland at the 
time but I couldn’t help being caught up in his passion and dedication to teaching. He is 
exactly the same, and if it’s possible more enthusiastic, some thirty-eight years later.  
I had been living in Hobart in Tasmania where I was studying violin with the well-known 
pedagogue Jan Sedivka. After completing a music education degree in Brisbane, I taught 
at a school, whilst also teaching private violin students, to earn a living while I continued 
my studies. I had started experimenting with ideas on how I might combine my interest in 
Kodály-inspired music education with teaching violin to young children, and I had been 
fortunate that one of Sedivka’s assistant teachers, Lyndal Edmiston, encouraged me to 
pursue my interest. I had formulated some credible ideas and procedures and used them 
as a basis for a final year dissertation at the Tasmanian Conservatorium of Music. 
However, that was as far as I had taken it.  
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In 1979, Géza was invited to speak at a Kodály conference in Sydney, Australia. His new 
method was recorded in the Australian Kodály Journal for that year (Szilvay 1979). After 
hearing him talk about his work with Colourstrings© for the violin, it was obvious that he 
had successfully and imaginatively married Kodály’s concepts for teaching music in early 
childhood with the teaching of the violin. He had been developing and refining his 
teaching method for almost ten years at that stage and his approach to violin teaching 
was revolutionary, charming, age-appropriate, magical, and above all, pedagogically 
thorough – all at the same time. He has continued to refine, develop and expand 
Colourstrings™ over the ensuing years. I consider meeting Géza and subsequently going 
to Finland to study with him, a turning point in my musical life.  
 
Colourstrings™ has become a dynamic force in my violin teaching since that time 
because it was, and still is, so different to everything that had come before. It appealed to 
me because it is a  a system of teaching the violin that revolves around children and their 
interests and not the subject-logic approach to instrumental teaching that is more 
common. It adopts a playful approach to the development of knowledge and skills, and is 
a developmentally appropriate string teaching program for early childhood beginner 
students. 
  
Géza finished his presentation and headed off the stage. I leapt out of my seat and 
sprinted towards the corridor that I knew he would have to use to come from the 
stage door. I was so excited at the thought that someone had actually done what I 
had only been thinking about, that I almost bowled him over in the corridor. “Can I 
come to Finland to study with you?” He looked a bit shocked at my outburst which, 
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on reflection, I could completely understand. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said. “My name is 
Judy Fromyhr, and is it possible to come to Finland to study with you?”  
 
I went to Finland to study with Géza at the East Helsinki Music Institute for the first time in 
1980 after I had completed my course at the Kodály Institute in Hungary. When I returned 
to Australia, I settled in Brisbane and immediately started teaching Colourstrings™. The 
word spread about this amazing teaching method for young children and I ended up with 
more students than I could fit in after work hours and on the weekend – I also had a full-
time job as a lecturer at a teacher’s college. Many of my students were children of other 
string musicians and so I ended up informally teaching them, and students from various 
tertiary institutions, about Colourstrings™. Today, Colourstrings™ for violin, viola, and 
cello is taught in every state in Australia, and many other teachers have either gone to 
Helsinki to study or attended international training courses that are held all over the world. 
Even though my principal employment doesn’t include teaching the violin, I am so 
committed to teaching Colourstrings™ that I have taught children at a Saturday music 
school for the last seventeen years.  
 
Géza Szilvay was born in Budapest, Hungary in 1943, the third child in a family who 
clearly valued and appreciated music. Géza recalled that his earliest memories of music 
(aged four or five) were associated with his father, mother and his grandmother singing: I 
was in a family where my mother, my father, my grandparents–only one–my 
grandmother, they were singing. Every evening my mother was singing a lullaby. 
Probably now I would say that the lullaby and the singing was of my grandmother. That is 
probably the first.  
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Although Géza’s father was an engineer and a professor at a university, he was also a 
very good cellist and he had planned that all of his children would play a musical 
instrument. Géza knew from about the age of six that he would be learning the violin and 
he started when he was seven years old. His older sister played the piano and his older 
brother, Csaba, had begun cello tuition some two years earlier. Géza’s younger brother 
had not been born at that stage. I knew that the next year I will be given a violin and I 
don’t remember did I waited with enthusiasm but I knew that, how do you say… it is 
inevitable. And he laughed.  
 
Later in our conversation I asked Géza if he had ever questioned or challenged his father 
about the choice of violin as his musical instrument:  
You said that you started your violin lessons at seven. Did it ever occur to you to question 
that and say, ‘I want to learn the trombone’ instead?  
 When I became a father, somehow I thought that ‘I was not asked to be a violinist’ 
(laughing), but I did not think of this with an accusation of my father. It was not a question 
of why, why my father did not ask me?  No. That was another time. That was 
authoritarian father like my father was–with all his love. 
 
Géza went to school at six years of age and by the time he began violin lessons there 
when he was seven, he had already experienced a rich musical environment both at 
home and at school. As he spoke about his early music education I started wondering if 
he might have attended a private school. He recalled having music lessons – he used the 
term ‘singing lessons’ – three times per week, and having a choir with a very good 
conductor. He used the word ‘paradise’ to describe the music program being offered in 
his school. Géza’s formal schooling began in 1949, not long after the end of World War 
Two, and after Hungary had become a socialist republic under the influence of the Soviet 
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Union. Géza recalled his music education as being like a refuge from the worries of 
regular life: We were singing, singing, singing and the school had a choir with good 
conductors. So the school was a musical school. Every school in Hungary was musical, 
and that was, how you say, somehow balancing the outside world, the communistic, 
terrible situation; and in the school and in the home you were singing. It was like a 
medicine for the soul and for everything. 
 
Géza remembered having two, individual, sixty-minutes’ violin lessons every week at his 
school – all, all, all the time, he said. He also quickly became proficient enough to play in 
the school orchestra, and at home he played quartets with his father and his siblings. In 
fact, the Szilvay Quartet became well known in Hungary, and in the 1960s they won the 
Hungarian National Competition. The quartet was able to travel abroad and that is how 
Géza became known in Finland, and was subsequently invited to teach there.  
 
Despite the quality and extent of the music education that Géza enjoyed in his primary 
and secondary school years, he remembered that there was no integration of the 
knowledge and skills that were built in the classroom with the teaching of individual 
instruments: I realised only when I started to teach really deeply, the violin teachers were 
all trained before the Kodály program. The solfege teachers – we got solfege lessons, 
naturally. The solfege teacher and the school music teacher was fully trained Kodály and 
the instrument teachers were not at all Kodály trained. There was, I see already, then I 
didn’t realise, there was a friction with instrumental teaching. They could not realise that 
solmization is a big help. 
 
I observed the same schism when I studied in Hungary in 1980 and had the opportunity 
to visit both music classrooms and violin teaching studios. There was a reluctance on the 
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part of the violin teachers to acknowledge anything that was happening in the music 
classroom and yet Hungarian music education was, at the time, considered by music 
educators worldwide to be of the highest quality. As a testament to this, the Kodály 
Concept (the prevailing music education type in Hungary since 1945) was selected in 
2016 by UNESCO on the Register of Good Safeguarding Practices (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, n.d.).  
 
During our conversation Géza mentioned that one of the things that encouraged him and 
his brother Csaba to create Colourstrings™, that combines Kodály’s concepts and 
instrumental playing, was because no one else was doing it and they felt that they had a 
responsibility to do so: If I am fully honest, not proud (arrogant), it’s only Csaba and me, 
we made the meeting–together the solfege and the violin. It is interesting that when I 
slowly realised, it gave me more and more responsibility. But I realised it in 72, 73? Oh, 
what I am doing now is solfege on the violin, Kodály on the violin, and then more and 
more and more and more, and that made me, not proud at all, but why I did not get this 
earlier. We had wonderful teachers but they could not benefit from the solfege. That was 
disturbing for me that what I learned in the solfege, myself (emphasised), I could not 
profit with the violin. 
 
Géza was still affected by some of the prejudices that other budding musicians 
experience as he found himself fighting the stigma of being a violinist and not a guitarist –
after all, it was the 1950s. Interestingly, he didn’t consider giving up so-called classical 
music but thought fleetingly about being a double bass player so he could leave his 
instrument at school and not be seen with a violin. Nonetheless, Géza progressed well 
and went on to study violin at the Béla Bartók Conservatory in Budapest, and then at the 
Budapest Music Academy from where he earned a diploma in 1966. 
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 What many people don’t know about Géza is that he had planned for his career to go in 
a completely different direction. In 1970, he graduated from the ELTE University in 
Budapest with a Doctorate in Law and Political Science but he never practised as a 
lawyer. He realises now that he probably wouldn’t have enjoyed being a lawyer but he 
loved the intellectual stimulation of studying at university: For me it was very easy to learn 
in the university. I did it so quickly. To make (pass) an examination, it was so easy. If I 
read something in a book two times, it was in my mind. Easy. For example, I learnt the 
criminal code and I knew it by heart – easy. I enjoyed the study in the university. That 
was personally the best time in my life. That was what I enjoyed. 
 
Considering the incredible success that Géza has had in music and music education, it 
was shocking to me to find out that in 1970 Géza chose a music career because he 
believed that he had a responsibility to do so, rather than follow the law that he loved so 
much: Music, I realised that this was my duty. Now I know that it was what I call my 
destiny, but it was God made me in this direction (music). I would not enjoy to be a 
lawyer. No, no, but in university I enjoyed it. Honestly, I am useful in another field of life 
and it made me more and more conscious, more diligent. Diligence is what helped me. 
Work, work, work, work. I worked a lot. 
 
Perhaps there was also an element of chance in the direction that his career took after 
graduating from university. In 1971, Géza was invited to teach violin at the East Helsinki 
Music Institute in Finland which had begun in 1965 (The East Helsinki Music Institute, 
2009). At first the institute was more like a teacher collective with different teachers 
running their own programs, and sometimes in different locations. Géza taught in a 
school and took any child who wanted to learn and there has never been an elite aspect 
to the institute. With success came recognition and the institute was given its own 
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building. Géza was the Director of the East Helsinki Music Institute from 1984 to 2010, 
and today the institute offers a comprehensive education that is based on, or centred 
around, an outstanding music program.  
 
Géza is best known as the creator and author of the Colourstrings© instrumental teaching 
program, which is now known worldwide, and he and his brother Csaba are constantly in 
demand as pedagogues and clinicians. Géza created the first pages of his teaching 
method for his daughter who was born in 1972, and she is now a concert violinist and a 
teacher at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki. I remember meeting Réka, Géza’s daughter, 
when she was almost eight years old. I visited Géza’s small, one bedroom flat in Helsinki 
where he and his wife and their three children lived. There wasn’t very much money in 
teaching the violin at a small music school. Réka was a delightful, inquisitive little girl who 
spoke four languages – her father is Hungarian, her mother is Austrian, they lived in 
Finland and English is compulsory in schools there. She had already been the star of a 
Finnish television series called, Mini-fiddlers in Musicland, but she seemed unaffected by 
that and the fact that her father had created this revolutionary teaching method for her. 
She just loved to play the violin.  
 
Colourstrings™ now encompasses hundreds of publications including chamber music 
and orchestral music that has been written by famous composers for Géza and Csaba’s 
students and The Helsinki Strings network that was started by the two brothers. Since 
Géza was creating this teaching method for his own daughter, his aim was to create a 
child-oriented music environment that contained family figures, animal characters, and 
colourful notes and pictures that might stimulate her interest in the children's songs and 
simple folk music that he used in the teaching of violin technique: My first daughter Réka 
was so interested all the time when I was playing. I was not performing at that time 
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because I had this injured hand, but I was doing all the bowings with the children and the 
fingerings so I was playing at home regularly. She was coming and listening me, so I 
knew that she will be a violinist. And then I could teach her properly. 
 
Géza said several times during our conversation that he was diligent and worked hard, 
and that is true. For his hard work, he has received nine high level awards from Hungary 
and Finland, and seven honorary memberships of national and international music 
societies. He has also changed the lives of thousands of children through his work.  
 
4.3 A song I have known. Csaba Szilvay  
I have a photograph of Csaba holding my six-month old son, Kristian, above his head and 
they are both laughing. If there was a photograph of me at the same time, everyone would 
see that I had a terrified look on my face. This was the first time that I had met Csaba 
Szilvay and he was throwing my precious baby above his head and catching him, over and 
over. As usual, Csaba’s younger brother Géza tempered his exuberance and said, 
“Csaba, put the baby down. ‘Judit’ (my name in Hungarian) looks very worried.”  
 
Csaba Szilvay and Géza Szilvay together developed Colourstrings™ pedagogy. Csaba is 
a cellist, and so the two brothers were able to create Colourstrings™ systems for both the 
upper and lower strings, and the collection of materials for violin, viola and cello currently 
comprises about forty publications. Together, they also founded, developed, and 
conducted the Helsinki Junior Strings at the East Helsinki Music Institute where they both 
taught. The Helsinki Strings network is now world renowned and since 1972, they have 
released more than forty recordings, appeared in seventy television shows in Finland, 
and toured extensively (Helsinki Strings, n.d.). 
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Csaba has taught the cello at the Jyväskylä Conservatory in Finland, the East Helsinki 
Music Institute, and the Sibelius Academy, Helsinki. He now lives in Kecskemet in 
Hungary and teaches international students at the Kodály Institute, which is part of the 
Liszt Academy structure. He continues to lecture at International Colourstrings™ 
Symposia all over the world. In recognition of his work he has received numerous awards 
including the Knight Order of the Finnish Lion and the International Kodály Prize. As with 
most curriculum vitae, this very short summary of the life work of someone who has 
contributed so much to music and music education doesn’t really give the reader a full 
representation of him. Csaba is known for his vibrant personality and enthusiasm for 
music and cello playing, and thankfully my discussion with him created for me a much 
more nuanced picture of this very colourful character. Csaba Szilvay was born in 1941 in 
Budapest, Hungary and he was the second child in a family that would eventually have 
four children. I didn’t meet Csaba the first time I studied in Finland with Géza in 1980, but 
in 1982 when I returned to Helsinki for further study, we met when I attended rehearsals 
and performances of the Helsinki Junior Strings. Since then we have met and worked 
together regularly.  
 
I came home from my visit to Helsinki in 1982 and rang my sister Helen straight 
away. Helen is a cellist and I couldn’t wait to tell her that I had met Géza’s brother, 
Csaba, who was working on Colourstrings© materials for teaching the cello. “He 
hasn’t published his book yet but he has given me copies of a lot of the material 
and I copied some of the early pages in the book by hand while I was in Helsinki. 
It’s a different sequence from the violin one but I think it makes sense for the cello. 
Between us I’m sure we can work out the solfa and the sequence for cello 
teaching.”  
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To say that the two brothers are very different personalities would be an understatement 
and even Géza, when we sat down to talk for this project said: My beloved brother was a 
very, very what is–‘wild’, ooooh, doing everything wonderful what was prohibited (but 
laughing as he said it). But he was a wonderful bother. He took care of me, but I had to 
take part in all bad things. So we did lots of bad things that a child can do. Everything, 
everything that was prohibited we tried. All, I followed him. So, I accused him that all bad 
things I did were because of him. Csaba was within earshot as I talked with Géza and we 
could both hear him laughing in the background. The two brothers are still very close and 
obviously collaborate well some seventy years later.  
 
Csaba remembers being part of a happy family, but being born during World War Two 
and growing up under a communist regime was difficult. Although the family was poor, 
Csaba believed that the family was offered a lot of energy through involvement in music 
and music activities. I understood this to mean that the family had been offered some 
cultural and spiritual solace through the music that they experienced. He mentioned that 
music was at the centre of their cultural life, along with literature and art. Csaba recalled 
while we were talking that his father was very keen for his children to be musicians 
because musicians weren’t required to join the army, and under the communist regime 
both brothers would have been required to do service. Csaba didn’t know why musicians 
were exempt from military service, but he felt that his father saw music as an insurance 
policy against being required to join the army. 
  
Csaba attended a ‘normal’ gimnázium (high school) in Budapest, not a specialist music 
school. However, he remembers that his grandmother used to take him to the Buda 
Academy in Budapest to hear music being performed, and before he went to school, his 
father started teaching him the cello. He had to learn to play on his father’s full size cello 
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and played while sitting on a table so that he could reach the neck of the instrument: 
Father’s cello was (Csaba makes a large gesture), and I had to be higher, and I was 
playing immediately, a song I have known. While we were talking Csaba sang the melody 
he had learnt, first with Hungarian words, and then in solfa (relative solmization used in 
Kodály-based music programs). He remembered it very clearly–la si la mi, and it ends on 
mi.  It is Phrygian mode. I was stunned that he still remembered the song after seventy 
years as he confirmed that this happened when he was very small, and definitely before 
he went to school: I could play it and he (father) was helping me a little bit. I could get it 
easily and in the fourth position. I remember very well. I began in this way. Father was 
teaching in the beginning. 
   
At about the age of seven, Csaba began cello lessons at the Hungarian Buda Academy 
with a teacher that he remembers as a charming man and a wonderful teacher. He was 
considered to be the best teacher of children in Budapest at that time and Csaba 
acknowledged his good fortune in having such a good first teacher. He subsequently 
studied at the Béla Bartók Conservatory, and then he became a student at the Budapest 
Music Academy with Antal Friss, who is also a published author of a method of cello 
teaching. Ultimately, he studied at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki with Professor Erkki 
Rautio. His initial lessons with Rautio, however, were when Csaba was twenty-three 
years old. He spent a month in Helsinki, and had four hours of lessons every day for 
which Rautio would not take any payment. Hungarian currency was not worth anything 
outside of the country at that time and so a family in Helsinki offered him accommodation 
and food to allow him to visit and study the cello. He had to travel to Helsinki by cargo 
ship because he couldn’t afford a ticket on a passenger ship.  
Csaba had only been allowed to leave Hungary because he was studying and, of course, 
he had to return to his home country afterwards. However, having become known in 
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Finland, he was offered a job in an orchestra and managed to obtain a license from the 
Hungarian Government to return to Finland to work. Unfortunately for Csaba, and 
because Hungary was aligned with Russia politically, members of the Finnish orchestra 
refused to allow him to play, and he had to obtain work in Germany and travel the long 
distance to Helsinki for lessons at the Sibelius Academy. Eventually he obtained a 
teaching job at Jyväskylä Conservatory in Finland and he was able to settle there for 
some years. As he said to me in an understated kind of way, it was not easy at the 
beginning.  
 
One of the reasons that both of the Szilvay brothers had been allowed to leave 
communist Hungary at that time was because of their success in music performance. 
Csaba remembers regular music activity at home and his father taking it very seriously. It 
is no wonder given the imperative to keep his boys out of the army as they grew up. As a 
young child of around ten years, Csaba played as a soloist at concerts and competitions 
nearly every Sunday. He reminisced about coming third in his inaugural competition and 
respecting the winner so much that he had some cello lessons with her afterwards: The 
achievement was not important – almost, we had to do it; that was organised and that 
was like a lesson. I didn’t understand it too much, I had to play, and I have got ‘100’ 
forints (Hungarian currency) for it. I was asking from father, ‘Can I buy something for the 
bicycle?’ from it, and I have given the rest to Mama. He did note however, that from then 
on he won the competitions every year and what a great feeling it was to do so.  
 
Géza and Csaba’s father had planned that all of the children would play the cello, but 
their older sister fell in love with the piano when their grandmother gave them one, so he 
had to make other plans. Géza and their younger brother learnt the violin, and so 
eventually the four children formed a Baroque quartet with two violins, cello, and piano. 
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The quartet was very successful in the early 1960s, and the Szilvay’s became well known 
after winning a national chamber music competition that was broadcast on television. 
This in turn led to invitations to travel outside of the country for concert tours, particularly 
in Finland. Csaba remembers the directors of the Hungarian Opera, the Philharmonie, 
and professors from the various music academies would come to their home to tutor 
them. When I asked him if he realised at the time what a special environment he had 
grown up in, Csaba said, It was special but we didn’t make too much of it because, 
somehow, it was our life. 
 
4.4 Do music first. David Banney   
I had heard about David Banney long before I ever met him. The Brisbane music scene is 
fairly small, and David and I had mixed in the same musical circles, but never at the same 
time.  My son had supplemented the French horn section in an orchestra that David had 
conducted at one stage, but it wasn’t until David became interested in Colourstrings™, the 
violin teaching method that I studied in Finland, that we met for the first time. He was a bit 
of a legend on the Australian music scene. People were absolutely incredulous that he 
was a qualified medical doctor who gave up what most people would see as a rewarding 
career to follow his heart into a life in music. And he didn’t just toy with being a musician. 
He went back to university and completed a full music degree majoring in conducting, but 
with a lot of time devoted to playing the viola. In 2016, David completed a PhD in a very 
technical field of musical analysis, and at the age of forty-nine and with a young family to 
support, he is still firmly devoted to making and teaching music. His unusual diversion into 
the relatively unstable music business, of course made his story truly interesting to me 
considering the research that I have been undertaking.  
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If you search Google for David Banney’s name you would easily find out that he is a 
conductor, a composer, and a music educator. However, those few words are inadequate 
in describing the extent of his involvement in music past and present. David was born in 
Brisbane but now lives in Newcastle, New South Wales, where he has started his own 
music domain because of the lack of suitable jobs for his amazing assortment of skills. 
David is the Musical Director of the Newcastle String Academy and the Camerata of 
Christ Church, Newcastle, and is absolutely devoted to the music education of children. 
David is a respected, published Australian composer and is a past winner of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s Young Conductor of the Year Award. As a result of 
that award, he has conducted and recorded with most of the leading orchestras and 
ensembles in Australia. The interesting thing is that David manages to do all of these 
things virtually at the same time, and I have often remarked that if I had to spend more 
than two minutes inside David’s head that I would be exhausted.  
 
I had arranged to interview David when we were both teaching at a Colourstrings™ 
training course in Toowoomba in 2014, but it ended up being such a busy time (both 
Géza and Csaba Szilvay were in attendance and they are addicted to work) that we got 
to the last day of the course and we still hadn’t found time to sit down and chat. I was 
concerned that I might miss the opportunity to find out more about what led David to the 
career that he has now adopted. However, as luck would have it, he needed to find a way 
to get to the airport in Brisbane and I was able to drive him. I therefore had almost two 
hours of uninterrupted time to talk to him while I drove and he operated the voice 
recorder. I think it ended up being a much better opportunity to find out about his musical 
life than if we had tried to fit the interview in around rehearsals, teaching, concerts, and 
the like.  
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Before I spoke to David for this project I had presumed that with such a rich musical life 
he must have had access to a privileged music education from a young age, perhaps in a 
specialist music school. I imagined him having violin and viola lessons with a high profile 
teacher, and with someone skilfully plotting his musical development. In reality, this 
couldn’t be further from the truth, and there is a much more interesting backstory than 
can be gleaned from websites and various publications. David was born in Brisbane in 
1968, but with a father who was a church minister, the family moved around a lot and 
David spent most of his youth living in country or regional areas of Queensland. Thirty to 
forty years ago  when David was in late-primary and secondary school in Rockhampton 
and Townsville, both towns would have been considered to be culturally isolated and 
offering few opportunities to excel in music without highly specialized training. As an 
example, I can remember visiting both towns in the 1970s with the QYO, on Queensland 
Conservatorium’s ‘Safari’ tours, and with the Queensland Opera Company, to bring music 
to areas that had little local activity. However, listening to David’s story, it became 
obvious that there had been some serendipitous moments along the way that David had 
taken advantage of because of a strong drive to make music himself.  
 
David was the eldest of three children and because the family lived in a number of 
different places, he had only infrequent contact with extended family. He remembered an 
uncle who had learnt the violin who was very encouraging, and two aunts, who together 
with their husbands, sang in a semi-professional vocal quartet. Both of his parents had 
learnt the piano when they were young but he didn’t remember his mother playing very 
much. However, his father played regularly at home to prepare for church services: Dad 
would play, and he was a minister so at least every Saturday he would play to choose the 
hymns for the next day. So he would go through the hymn book to choose what hymns 
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he wanted. He couldn’t sight sing, I don’t think, so he had to play them on the piano to 
find out how they went.  
 
The family regularly listened to recordings of orchestral music from various genres and 
historical periods, and David still remembered many of the works that he had become 
familiar with as a child: And I think Dad, or both of them, had subscribed to the World 
Record Club for a while, so the records that were there that I strongly remember were the 
Flying Dutchman, Brahms’ Violin Concerto, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, Peter and the 
Wolf. There was a record which I think was volume seven of 100 Classical Favourites, or 
something like that… oh, Pathetique Sonata and Moonlight Sonata of Beethoven. They 
were favourites. When I suggested to David that some of the works he remembered 
seemed quite sophisticated for a young child, he explained that the recorded music was 
simply made available to him. He didn’t feel that he needed to understand it, but he 
remembered enjoying the experience of listening. 
 
David began violin lessons when he was in grade four at school and he was a beneficiary 
of the free instrumental lessons that were offered by Queensland Education Department 
(now Education Queensland). Prior to starting lessons, his only experience of live music 
was singing hymns at church, and he didn’t recollect having any formal music education 
at school. He mentioned that he didn’t even really choose the violin for himself. There had 
been a lady at church who played the violin and because he showed some interest in her 
performance, his mother contacted the school about lessons: then Mum found out from 
someone that free instrumental lessons were available in schools, and Mum just rang up. 
Without any further contact with Mum, one day I was just called out of the class and this 
person said I was off to a violin lesson. And then I brought a violin home. I could play 
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“Ten Little Indians”. Well, I thought I could really play “Ten Little Indians” even though it 
was only open strings.  
 
It wasn’t very long before David was referred to a private teacher who he remembers very 
fondly. He obviously progressed quickly and had already completed the grade five AMEB 
violin examination before the family left Rockhampton when David was in grade nine at 
school. When the family settled in Townsville, the first priority was to find a new violin 
teacher and, as it happened, the best violin teacher in Townsville at the time taught at 
David’s new school. When he talked about this new teacher I was surprised to find out 
that I knew her.  
 
I had studied at the Queensland Conservatorium of Music with his teacher, and we even 
lived in the same street when she was in studying in Brisbane. We had both learnt from 
the same Hungarian violin teacher, Josef Aronoff, who had studied with Kodály before 
leaving Hungary in 1956 as a result of the Hungarian Revolution. It was from Josef 
Aronoff that I first heard about Zoltan Kodály and what prompted me to want to study in 
Hungary. It is interesting to me that David and I are now both involved in teaching 
Colourstrings™, which is based on Kodály’s music principles.  
 
David played in ensembles at school and, in fact, he conducted the orchestra because 
the music teacher didn’t want to – a very unusual opportunity for a school boy. He even 
arranged music for the group. He played in the Townsville Youth Orchestra, and regularly 
played the violin at his church where he often had to improvise his part because no one 
had any music that was written for the violin. David remembered being accepted to attend 
the ‘MOST’ (Musically Outstanding Students) Camp when he was in year eleven, and 
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identified that experience as being a significant one: that was so important for a hundred 
reasons.  
 
In spite of living in a regional area of Queensland that at first glance would appear not to 
offer many openings for a curious and motivated musician like David, an unexpected 
arrival in Townsville of a famous cellist gave him performance opportunities that may not 
have been open to him had he lived in a big city. Myra Henderson had migrated from 
England to retire, but because of her high profile background, she knew most of the 
visiting artists who toured to Australia and on occasion to Townsville.  Since David had 
started to play viola (and viola players are rare), he was often invited to Myra’s house to 
play chamber music with visiting artists. He remembers playing the Schubert String 
Quintet, and quartets by Mozart and Haydn when he was still at high school and he 
commented: Those experiences really mattered to me.   
 
Despite David’s rich musical life, and a dream of becoming a professional cricketer, his 
real choices of career as he finished high school were between medicine and 
mathematics. Music wasn’t even considered an option. Mathematics also took a back 
seat eventually because there wasn’t an obvious career at the end of the university study. 
David did feel that had he insisted on doing music at university, his parents probably 
wouldn’t have opposed the idea. However, they didn’t value music as a career. No one in 
David’s extended family had ever been a professional musician, and he didn’t actually 
know any professional musicians whose situation he could use as a model. He wasn’t 
keen to become a music teacher and there didn’t seem to be another pathway in music: 
Although my parents were very supportive of music, they weren’t supportive of it being a 
career. It wasn’t that they were worried that I wouldn’t make money. Mum actually 
thought that music was a luxury and didn’t deserve to be a career. 
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David went to Brisbane to study medicine and of course the temptation to be involved with 
music was even greater. He admitted that despite getting good results and graduating 
with his medical degree, he did very little medical study and spent all of his spare time 
making music. He sang in an a cappella vocal group, conducted choirs, went to every 
QYO concert, went to rehearsals of QYO to observe John Curro conducting, and sang in 
a cathedral choir. He had a friend who was studying music at the same university where 
he was studying medicine, and through him he was introduced to other music students 
and to professional musicians. He starting attending music lectures even though he wasn’t 
enrolled in the course and gradually found himself in demand as a conductor, composer 
and arranger. 
  
After graduating, David went to Rockhampton for his medical internship where his only 
musical outlet was conducting a choir. He did, however, make flying visits to Brisbane to 
attend concerts. When he returned to Brisbane the following year, it was time to make 
some serious decisions about his medical future. His plan involved physician training in 
cardiology. During our conversation, David talked to me about two things that changed 
his mind about his future. He remembered taking his first decent holiday in years and 
having the time to think about what he really wanted, and then the second influence was 
seeing a documentary on television about the late Stuart Challender, an Australian 
conductor (Wilkinson, 2011): the ABC showed a tribute to him and they had a little bit 
where he was saying that there was only one thing in life that he ever wanted to do, and 
that was to be a conductor. And I suddenly realised that was me. And what it was for me 
was that I had realised by that time that conducting was the only thing I did where, while I 
was doing it, I didn’t think about anything else. So that was the beginning of thinking that I 
didn’t have to do medicine. 
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David enrolled in a music degree with the goal of becoming a conductor, and took violin, 
and then viola as his principal instrument. He credits his tertiary studies with giving him a 
deeper understanding of music that has benefited all facets of his music career. When I 
asked David if he has ever regretted becoming a musician, this was his answer: No, and if 
I have a regret, it’s actually that I did medicine, and also that I did medicine first, although I 
am sure that there were good reasons why I did it at the time. If people are torn between 
the two what I say to them is, “do music first,” for lots of reasons. But I think at that age, 
that’s the time when you really need to be developing your technique, neurologically, and 
it’s much harder to catch that up later on, but no regrets about changing to music. 
  
4.5 It’s like a calling. Carmen Cheong-Clinch  
When I started planning the research for this project, Carmen was one of the first people 
that I asked to join me for a conversation about her musical life. I first met Carmen some 
twenty-five years ago, and although she is my sister-in-law, I realised that I didn’t know 
very much about her childhood and how she came to devote most of her life to music. 
Maybe it was because she was my sister-in-law, and we met on mostly family social 
occasions, that we rarely discussed work issues. For that reason my knowledge of her 
early musical development was sparse. I knew that she was a fine pianist and that she had 
graduated from the famed music school at Indiana University in the United States of 
America, and I admired her later move into the difficult field of music therapy.  If I’m to be 
honest, I was also secretly envious of the fact that she had completed her PhD before I 
did. As I come from a large family that at times has been spread over many states of 
Australia and across the world, as adults we have necessarily met infrequently and when 
we do get together, there is a lot to catch up on. It was therefore a privilege to sit down 
with Carmen and talk to her about her early life growing up in Singapore, and to find out 
more about the subsequent events that led her to her current position as a music therapist 
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and adolescent specialist at the Logan Child and Youth Mental Health Services at the 
Adolescent Mental Health Unit, Logan Hospital in Brisbane.  
 
Carmen Cheong-Clinch was born in Singapore in 1966 and lived there until her late 
secondary school years.  She is the eldest of three children. Her sister is only fourteen 
months younger than she is, and she also has a younger brother. Carmen remarked that 
she and her sister were so close in age that they were almost treated like twins, and it is 
interesting to note that Connie, her sister, is also still a practicing musician. When she 
was still in kindergarten and aged three to four, Carmen remembers hearing the children 
next door playing the piano: Jean and Ruth were a little bit older than me and they started 
learning to play the piano and apparently, no actually I remember going to the window 
and looking out to see what they were doing. She thought that she must have shown 
some interest in what they were doing because her mother bought her a toy piano that 
had real keys that could play, and the keys were numbered. She remembered phoning 
her older cousin to find out which numbers to use to play “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”.  
 
Neither of Carmen’s parents had played a musical instrument, so when she started 
learning the piano at the age of five, her mother took the lead from the family next door, 
and Carmen and her sister Connie started learning at the same time and with the same 
teacher as Jean and Ruth. Carmen loved the sound of the piano and she also 
remembers her mother singing and whistling around the house. Her mother obviously 
loved music, despite not having formal music lessons, because she named her daughter, 
Carmen, after the opera by Bizet. Carmen’s mother’s family was very musical and even 
though her mother hadn’t learnt an instrument, other uncles, aunts and cousins had. Her 
maternal grandparents, who lived one house away, had an organ and a piano in their 
house, and her uncle came back from studying in Australia with a guitar that he played 
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regularly. Conversely, Carmen’s paternal grandparents were not interested in music and 
no-one in in the family had learnt an instrument: to them it was completely strange that 
my mother would take us to music lessons. To them it was very strange.  
 
Carmen was motivated to play as proficiently as the children next door and soon started 
playing duets with her sister and giving small concerts for her family at home. She 
recalled that in their house, the piano was not hidden away but it was placed right in the 
middle of the living room, and was very much part of the living space. When her parents 
entertained business clients from overseas, Carmen and Connie would often play for 
them and she now realises that this was a very good introduction to public performance.   
 
Carmen doesn’t remember very much about her first piano teacher but, after about two 
years, she and Connie transferred to a new teacher, once again determined by who the 
children next door were learning from. Carmen’s mother had noticed a dramatic 
improvement in Jean and Ruth’s playing and discovered that they had gone to a new 
teacher: So very soon after that we went to this other teacher. But I don’t think this 
teacher taught any differently to the first teacher, but we were all driven by fear and we 
practised, and hence, we played well.  
 
Carmen recalled that lessons were not pleasant and that she was hit with a ruler and 
even had her ears pulled. For some reason, though, the fear of the lessons didn’t 
diminish her love of the piano or stop her from practicing. She felt that she had always 
been self-directed, and rationalized even from a young age that she only had to put up 
with the teacher for half an hour a week. She also had Connie to sympathise with and 
they both took comfort in knowing that they weren’t alone. I remember experiencing the 
same sort of bad behaviour from my violin teacher and while I still can’t understand it all 
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of these years later, Carmen and I were able to empathise with each other. By all 
measures, we were both dedicated and good music students, and to be beaten and 
threatened by an adult that we should have been able to trust, was inexcusable. We did 
have a bit of a laugh when Carmen recalled hitting her teacher back one day but she’s 
not sure if her mother knows about that.  
 
As well as learning the piano, Carmen had a very full life and was engaged in many 
activities. She did swimming, athletics, table tennis, tennis, and she belonged to a literary 
debating club. In high school, she took up the double bass so that she could play in the 
Singapore Youth Orchestra, but the piano was still the most important activity. Carmen 
had not had any classroom music lessons during primary school and it wasn’t until her 
second year at high school that she was able to take music as a subject. She had already 
completed grade seven with the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music 
(ABRSM) system, and was just about to complete grade eight, but until she took music as 
a subject at school, she didn’t realise that you could take music further and even study it 
at university level.  
 
After her grade eight examination and before she finished high school, Carmen was 
offered a scholarship to the Royal College of Music in London through the Ministry of 
Education of the Singapore Government. Due to a number of strict conditions related to 
the scholarship, Carmen’s father wasn’t keen for her to accept the offer. Instead, he 
suggested that she choose another place to study, and she auditioned for Indiana 
University in the United States and was accepted. Like several other people that I 
interviewed, Carmen still wasn’t sure whether music would provide a career after 
university and so she decided to include a second major in her degree: When I started 
doing the music degree I realised that I needed to think a bit more practically. My 
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mother’s side of the family, my uncles–one of them is an architect and the other is a 
designer–and I could draw a little bit and I thought I might just go down that track. So I did 
a double major in piano and design. I actually worked as a draftsman for a number of 
years. 
 
While at university, Carmen took a course in psychology and found that she enjoyed 
teaching, especially teaching children with learning difficulties. After spending five years 
studying in the United States, she came to Australia where her parents had settled. She 
worked in an architect’s office as a draftsman, but found the move away from the 
aesthetics of drawing with a pencil to the constant use of computer graphics to be less 
than satisfying, and so she turned back to music again and specifically piano teaching: 
When I came here and started teaching, I started seeing relationships between kids who 
had problems reading but somehow, through piano, learning they were able to read 
better. So parents would say, ‘Carmen, what are you doing? Little Anna she couldn’t read 
and now she’s much better’. 
 
In order to further understand what she was observing in her teaching, Carmen 
completed a Master of Education where she examined how children learn to read and 
write, how they learn music, and the relationships between them. It was only several 
years later, when someone asked her if she was a music therapist, that she even thought 
about going down that path. It is interesting to note that Indiana University, where 
Carmen completed her first degree, was the first university to introduce a music therapy 
course in 1980. It would have been a very new program when Carmen was studying 
there, but at that stage a career in music therapy wasn’t on her radar.  
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Carmen completed a PhD in Music Therapy which examined the music listening 
behaviours of young people in relation to their emotions, and she is currently working as 
a music therapist with Queensland Health. In 2011, Carmen designed ‘Project Tune Your 
Mood’ as a youth health resource to engage with young people and adults through music, 
and in 2012, she shared the Ruth Bright Award from the Australian Music Therapy 
Association for cutting-edge research in music and adolescents. She is a dedicated 
therapist and a productive researcher. When I asked Carmen if she had regretted her 
choice of career she said: No never. It’s like a calling. 
 
4.6 To play and have fun. Helen Holt  
Of the musicians that I spoke to, it was Helen Holt that I imagined I would know the most 
about. After all, she is my younger sister, and the closest in age to me of my six siblings. 
We are only two and a half years apart in age, we grew up in the same house, in the same 
neighbourhood, and we attended the same primary and secondary schools. Our musical 
lives even paralleled each other to some extent as we both started instrumental lessons at 
about the same age, played in the school orchestra, joined QYO while in high school, and 
eventually went on to study at the same two tertiary institutions. Even though Helen plays 
the cello and I play the violin, we both studied at the Queensland Conservatorium of Music 
and subsequently at the Tasmanian Conservatorium in Hobart. While it might seem that 
Helen was shadowing me for a time, the move to Hobart for both of us was prompted by 
the fact that the two best string teachers in Australia in the 1970s and 1980s were teaching 
at the Tasmanian Conservatorium of Music: Jan Sedivka (violin) and Séla Trau (cello). It 
was quite a coincidence that they were both teaching at the same place, and their 
presence, along with other dedicated staff, made Hobart a rich environment for string 
players. Today, we are both still teaching and playing, and we are both avid supporters of 
the Colourstrings™ method of string teaching. Despite all of the similarities in our 
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pathways to music, it became obvious to me after my conversation with Helen, that there 
were also many differences in our journeys and the way we had experienced events along 
the way.  
 
Helen Holt was born in Brisbane in 1956, the sixth of seven children who all learnt a 
musical instrument. When I asked her if she thought the family had a positive disposition 
towards music, she said: Yes. I think it was just the accepted thing. Mum had everyone 
learn something, and you knew that everyone had learnt something (a musical instrument) 
so you did it too. Mum certainly decided that ‘by hook or by crook’ we would all learn. 
Author’s note: After I had been playing the violin for a few years and I didn’t like my 
teacher, I told my mother that I wanted to change instruments and take up the cello. She 
looked at me rather incredulously and said, “Well, of course you can’t. We can only fit one 
cello in the car.” My sister Helen was the cellist and so I was destined to be a violinist.  
 
Helen’s strongest memory of music in her childhood years is of starting to learn the cello 
when she was in grade three at school. She would have been about eight years old and 
remembers having group lessons with a teacher who obviously went out of her way to 
make the lessons enjoyable and fun. She had already learnt the piano before then, but 
doesn’t remember that as fondly as she does the cello lessons. Like others whom I 
interviewed, Helen doesn’t remember choosing to learn the cello. She remembered being 
told that she was going to start learning the cello, and we both wondered if perhaps it was 
because I was already learning the violin that our mother or the teachers at school 
thought she should play a different instrument. Neither of us remembered it being 
discussed, however, Helen relished the opportunity because she enjoyed it so much: To 
play and have fun. That was a nice experience. It wasn’t till a bit later that it turned into 
not so nice.  
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The second half of Helen’s comment reminded me of my own experience, which I have 
mentioned previously in this thesis. I had also learnt from one of the younger nuns at 
school for a couple of years and really loved the experience. However, as soon as I 
progressed and became proficient, I was passed on to another supposedly more qualified 
teacher, someone who made my violin lessons particularly unpleasant, and who resorted 
to physical violence most likely in the absence probably of good teaching techniques.  In 
fact, my experience of continuing to learn the violin, even though I hated my lessons with 
that particular teacher, was one of the incentives for my taking up this project. I was really 
keen to understand why I continued with music in the face of hardship and fear, and I 
thought I might find some answers by talking to other musicians about their motivation for 
staying with music throughout their lives. I was therefore very interested to hear Helen 
talk about her feelings towards her lessons. As I recall, everybody (parents, other 
teachers, other students) knew that if you got either of the evil twins for a teacher you 
were in for a rough ride, but for some reason we all just accepted it. You came to expect 
to be yelled at, to be hit, and it wasn’t until much later in my life that I thought about the 
effect that the experience had had on me. Helen felt the same way and our older sister 
tells a similar story also.  
 
Helen didn’t have any formal music education classes at school but remembered having 
informal class singing sessions. She also had individual music theory lessons as an 
adjunct to her cello lessons. Although she couldn’t exactly remember how it came about, 
she was able to start learning the cello with a well-known teacher from outside the school 
when she was in grade ten. He allowed you to play and you progressed. He set me up 
with a fantastic technique and a really good sound. That’s what made me ready to go into 
the youth orchestra. 
 
 131 
 
Between us we thought that she probably met her new teacher, Ray Scott, when he 
tutored the cello section at a State Music Camp that we both attended. Ray was also a 
tutor for the QYO and it was around that time that she joined the orchestra as well. It 
wasn’t easy for Helen to get to and from her lessons and it would have been much easier 
for her to continue to learn at school, but by then she had decided that she enjoyed 
playing enough to want to keep going, and the school lessons didn’t offer the motivation 
nor the skill development that she needed. Her teacher’s expertise meant that Helen was 
already playing in the Queensland Conservatorium orchestra before she finished high 
school.  
 
In the meantime, Helen had continued playing the piano and started playing the organ at 
her church, following in the footsteps of our mother. Our mother had studied piano to a 
very high level and in her youth had won an AMEB award for the highest marks in 
Queensland for a particular piano exam. She also had a very beautiful singing voice but 
preferred to play the piano rather than sing. She continued to play for the whole of her life 
and she has left a legacy of children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren who love 
music. She encouraged Helen’s involvement in music but she didn’t see music as being 
the right career for her. Our parents had not had any problem with me studying music 
because I had chosen the music education pathway and they felt that teaching would 
provide me with a secure future.  However, Helen wanted to take a performance degree 
and there was resistance to that because of the uncertainty of a career as a musician. In 
the same way that David Banney’s mother didn’t consider performance music to be a 
proper career, our mother seemed to be of the same opinion, even though music in 
Australia in the late 1960s and early 1970s had a positive profile: The arts were 
respected then too and it was seen as a reasonable career, but Mum didn’t see it as 
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being a career for me. We fought about that. She thought I should be a secretary and 
learn typing. 
 
Due to her connection with the conservatorium and her membership of the youth 
orchestra, Helen was inspired to do a Bachelor of Music but took a gap year working in a 
bank while the conservatorium arranged the appointment of a new cello teacher. She 
continued to play in the orchestra and take cello lessons and enrolled the following year. 
Something I didn’t know was that she auditioned on piano but was allowed to take first 
study cello. Helen subsequently enrolled at the Tasmanian Conservatorium of Music 
where she studied with Séla Trau, an experience that she sees as pivotal in improving 
her playing technique and prompting her to teach. When Helen and her double bass 
playing husband returned to Brisbane, she started a string instrument music business 
that was very successful for a number of years. However, no matter how busy she was, 
she always taught cello students at the same time. In fact, she taught my older son the 
cello. No matter what else I’ve done I’ve always had five or six private students at home. 
Always, and I see that as my lifeline. It’s what keeps me centred no matter what else is 
happening.  
 
When I went to Finland in 1980, I was also able to explore Csaba’s Colourstrings™  
method for cello. It was very much in the experimental stages at that time but after my 
second visit in 1982, I was able to bring home hand-written copies of the first cello book 
that I was eager to share with Helen. My son became the guinea pig and together Helen 
and I worked out how to teach him Colourstrings™ cello. Helen consequently continued 
her studies with Csaba Szilvay and is now considered to be an expert in the method: 
When I saw Csaba in ’83 and I spent a week with him watching him teach, and he went 
through the book, what he does sets up the hand so amazingly. I have used that as the 
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basis of my teaching ever since. Going and seeing Csaba in ’83 has shaped all of my 
teaching. 
  
Helen later relocated to Melbourne and currently teaches at Wesley College, Glen 
Waverley Campus. She teaches students from the year two beginner string program 
through to year seven, and gives workshops on string methodology. She has been 
involved with The Australian Strings Association (AUSTA) committees in both 
Queensland and Victoria, and has been both State President and Treasurer of AUSTA 
Victoria. Helen is currently the National Secretary of AUSTA.  
 
Towards the end of our conversation, we came back to the subject of the QYO and the 
influence that it had on both of us, and we came to the conclusion that the youth orchestra 
and its director, John Curro, had changed the course of both of our lives. Helen said: If it 
wasn’t for youth orchestra (QYO), I would have given up.  
 
4.7 I used to ask her to play it. Jim Clinch  
I was keen to talk to Jim about his memories of music during his childhood and formative 
years because his progress towards a life in music was different from mine and from the 
other people that I spoke to for this research. Jim is my younger brother, so I had 
presumed that his music experience had been very similar to my own and to my sister 
Helen who was born between the two of us. I have written about Helen’s experience 
above, and after talking to Jim I found that there were indeed many similar memories and 
recalled experiences. However, Jim’s path to a music career wasn’t as obvious when he 
was growing up and started later, after he had already explored other options. Similar to 
the other musicians that I spoke with, Helen and I had learnt a musical instrument from a 
young age and enthusiastically pursued music activities within and outside school. On the 
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other hand, Jim showed very little interest in playing a musical instrument in primary 
school and only started formal lessons on the organ as a teenager. While Helen and I 
never questioned learning an instrument and never had to be told to practice, Jim really 
showed no eagerness and I certainly remember him refusing to practice during the short 
period during which he was cajoled (forced might be a better word) into having piano 
lessons. After that I don’t think my parents ever predicted a music career for Jim however, 
once he found an instrument he loved, there was no stopping him. Jim is an organist and 
the owner of a very successful music business that has only survived and grown because 
of his dedication to music and to assisting musicians.  
 
Jim Clinch was born in Brisbane in 1960, the youngest of seven children in a family that 
would be considered to be a musical one by any measure. As I have previously written 
when discussing Helen’s memories, everyone in the family played a musical instrument 
and Jim’s mother played the piano and sang. In fact, Jim’s earliest and still strongest 
memory of music from before he went to school, was of his mother playing the piano. 
This is a common memory for Helen and myself too. Jim remembered actively listening to 
the piano playing and even recalled a piece that his mother played: I remember one of 
the pieces – Mum playing “Alley Cat”. She got the sheet music for it and I used to ask her 
to play it. I’d request it. And I now have the same sheet music, the same arrangement, in 
my repertoire.  
 
It was interesting to me that this was such a powerful memory that Jim sought out the 
sheet music as an adult so that he could also play the music he remembered Mum 
playing so long ago. Jim also recalled that his older siblings taught him to sing a song that 
he later sang for his grade two class at school. It was “Morning Town Ride” by The 
Seekers, and as we talked he remembered that he probably realised at that particular 
 135 
 
time that all families weren’t as interested in music as ours was. He recalled that the other 
children in the class were so surprised that he would sing in front of them and yet Jim 
thought it was quite a normal thing to do. Jim remarked: It was probably a bit of a light 
bulb moment. He didn’t recall any other specific early music memories but was aware 
that there was always some music in the house with older siblings playing records or 
playing musical instruments. I note here that Helen hadn’t remembered very much about 
musical activity in the home prior to going to school and yet she was only four years older 
than Jim, but I suppose that if it was such a familiar thing in the household, she may have 
just taken it for granted.  
 
Between grades one and three at his first primary school, Jim didn’t have any formal 
music lessons either in class or individually. However, in grade four, when he moved to 
Villanova College, he joined the choir, which he loved. Remarkably, and for a boy who 
was happy to stand up and sing by himself in front of his grade two class, he almost 
missed out on the chance to be in the choir. I will use Jim’s own words to describe what 
happened: Fortunately for me when I arrived there (Villanova College) in grade four, 
Father Dempsey was running the choir. Ironically when we were auditioned by our 
classroom teacher, I was told that I didn’t have a voice and I was excluded. I went home 
and whinged bitterly about it, and a phone call to the right person got me another audition 
with Father Dempsey and I went straight into the choir. I can’t even remember what we 
had to do to be auditioned but I was very upset at being excluded. If I hadn’t gone home 
and whinged, and Mum hadn’t spoken to Father Dempsey, the outcome would have been 
completely different, and I loved being in the choir.  
  
Thinking back to the late 1960s, when Jim would have been in grade four, it is surprising 
that a young boy would fight to be included in the school choir. It would be more usual in 
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an all-boys’ school to want to be in the football team or the athletics team at that time. 
This made me think that the pull towards music for Jim was compelling at this young age 
even though he didn’t realise his passion until later than might have been expected. Even 
in high school when Villanova College staged a musical production each year, Jim was 
always the first one to audition. At the same time though, he kept resisting the 
expectation to learn a musical instrument: There was a time when I felt some pressure 
from Mum to learn an instrument formally and properly so I thought there was a sense of 
expectation there. But Mum backed off. And to some extent I thought that because I was 
the only member of the family who hadn’t persevered and had formal lessons, I felt a bit 
like the black sheep.  I felt, here’s all my older siblings who’ve had the lessons and done 
it the right way and I haven’t. Hmmm, yeh.  
 
Jim wasn’t sure how he would have reacted to further pressure to learn an instrument 
formally, but eventually he decided for himself that he wanted to learn the organ. He 
expressed his feeling that being left to find the motivation for himself was a good thing 
and that he may have been antagonistic if he had been forced to learn an instrument that 
was not his choice. Of course, there was always the chance that he would not have learnt 
an instrument at all. This direction to a life in music is in contrast to the other stories that I 
collected. All of the other musicians that I spoke to admitted that they had never made a 
conscious decision to learn a particular instrument and that the decision had been made 
for them. Géza recounted that he saw his father as “the authoritarian father” but “with 
much love,” and that neither he nor Csaba would have presumed to question their 
father’s decision that they would learn a particular instrument or that they would practise. 
My first thought was that this was an example of cultural and generational differences, but 
Carmen, Helen, David and I had also simply accepted a choice made by someone else 
that consequently made a huge impact on the rest of our lives.  
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Jim eventually began having formal organ lessons when he was eighteen, but the years 
between attempts at learning piano in grade three and the school choir from grade four, 
in retrospect, are really interesting to look at. Other than singing, Jim gradually came to 
the realisation that he would also like to be able to make music in other ways: I can 
remember when Mum started playing organ in the church, the sound of the organ was 
something that I thought, hmmm, I wish I could do that.  
 
Jim’s mother had bought an organ to practise on at home and being such a large 
instrument, it was very much a prominent feature in the home. Jim also remembered 
being impressed by the music at his older brother’s wedding when he was about ten 
years old and briefly thought about learning the trumpet because it sounded so 
wonderful. However, it was only when Jim visited a friend’s house for a party and heard 
someone playing popular music on an organ that he came to the realisation that he had 
found the instrument for him. The organ had the latest technology of the 1970s which was 
the single finger chord function, and Jim recognised that he could probably manage to 
master this instrument: I thought, if he can do it, I can do this. And that was the point that 
I went home and said to Mum the next morning, I want to learn to play the organ. I 
remember it very clearly. 
 
Jim’s mother pounced on the opportunity and within forty-eight hours, he had an organ 
teacher. At around the same time, Jim’s class from school were taken to the Brisbane 
City Hall for a concert of organ music performed by two of Australia’s most accomplished 
organists and played on one of the best organs in Australia at the time. Robert Boughen 
and Geoffrey Cox (a family friend) played a wide variety of music, and Jim still 
remembered that the performance of “In the Mood” was a ‘wow’ moment for him. Some 
forty years later, he and Robert are good friends. 
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Jim has very happy memories of his organ lessons and of his teacher Wilbur Cantwell, a 
flamboyant personality who played theatre organ on television and in many Brisbane 
venues. The style of music suited Jim who had great recollections of listening to 
recordings of Bing Crosby hits and musicals such as Oklahoma and The Sound of Music 
while he was growing up. Wilbur also seemed to have a good understanding of adult 
beginners and allowed Jim to experience the joy of making music without burdening him 
with excess overt theoretical information. However, Jim realised some years later how 
crafty Wilbur had been: And the theory that he surreptitiously taught me amazed me, and 
I didn’t realise it till someone else asked me to teach them, and I realised all the stuff that 
I knew. He just wove it in, and it was a very natural part of playing the piece of music. 
 
Jim, with his mother’s help, learnt some basics from a Teach Yourself the Organ book 
that had come with the organ that was purchased at home: I can remember that Mum 
would be cooking dinner and I’d be playing and I’d encounter a new chord that I hadn’t 
learnt before. Instead of looking it up, I would call out from the organ, Mum, what’s in a 
G7 chord? or What’s in an E flat chord? Mum would tell me what the notes were and 
that’s how I learned my chords. While it was a bonus to have a built-in tutor at home, it 
was only after he started formal lessons that Jim’s playing developed and he started 
performing in public. Jim also provided a lot of entertainment for our family when we 
would get together. Jim would play and all of the family would sing, especially my father 
Les, and his brother Colin, who loved all of the old tunes that he would play for them. This 
is reminiscent of Jim’s earliest memory of ‘requesting’ that Mum play his favourite tunes 
on the piano for him and it possibly reinforced a positive disposition towards learning and 
practising.  
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Jim’s organ lessons became a family affair as Wilbur would go to the ‘Clinch’ house for 
the weekly one-hour lesson in the evening but then stay on to have dinner, play for his 
supper, and do a lot of talking. Jim recalled him staying on till after 11pm many times. Jim 
practised every day because he enjoyed it, and made significant progress quite quickly. 
He was able to choose the music that he wanted to play and felt that he had some control 
over his own progress because of Wilbur’s flexibility of approach to learning.  
 
After talking to Jim for this project, I became aware that many of the significant moments 
that created an interest in music for him had been somewhat unexpected, but they had 
sparked an emotional reaction in him that was lasting. He hadn’t planned a career as a 
musician and when he left school he went on to study for a Bachelor of Business degree. 
He worked in a number of sales and administrative jobs and after a period of 
unemployment he secured a job selling pianos and organs because he had the 
background knowledge and skills that were needed.  Since 1995, he has been the 
director of All Organs Australia which is the Australian distributor of the renowned 
American organ company, Allen Organs. He has combined supplying and installing high 
performance organs with performing and teaching for more than thirty years. During our 
conversation Jim used the word, serendipitous, several times. He articulated that even 
though he didn’t feel that he had planned to become a musician, he has never regretted 
the direction that his career took.  
 
Coda  
When I was undertaking this research, and now in writing about my topic, I have always 
been concerned to pay attention to the small details of people’s lives. It was relatively easy 
to discover the major details such as birth dates and places, significant performances, 
awards received and so on. However, such details give little insight into the motivations or 
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the sparks that originally lit the fire of music for each of the people with whom I spoke. In 
creating a life story for each person, I feel that I have come to know them better, and I am 
able to place each person in the familial and educational contexts that created their 
musical careers. As I pondered over the impulse that drives some people to want to create 
music, a number of questions came to mind: What were the support structures that helped 
them to succeed? What were the magical moments that made a musical career seem 
possible? Who provided the encouragement or opportunity through which musical 
expertise could develop?  
 
In the next chapters, I take an in-depth look at a number of themes that emerged from the 
conversations that I had with my storytellers. The themes that I explore are related to the 
socio-cultural aspects of the stories, influences that occurred both within and outside the 
home. I also connect the motivational features of the stories I was told and relate the 
deeply rewarding moments or peak experiences that seem to have created an emotional 
attachment to music for my research participants. As I approached the interviews and 
later the analysis of the stories I was mindful of the following quote in which Kvale and 
Brinkman (2009, p. 30) remind researchers to listen for more than just the factual 
meanings of the words that are collected:  
A qualitative research interview seeks to cover both a factual and a meaning level, 
although it is usually more difficult to interview on a meaning level. It is necessary 
to listen to the explicit descriptions and to the meanings expressed, as well as to 
what is said “between the lines”.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDING MEANING IN STORIES: INSIDE THE HOME 
 
Prelude  
I had been preparing for the interviews for several months. I had created a 
conceptual framework around the topic and I was happy with the overarching 
question that related to the formative music experiences of the people with whom I 
was going to talk. Since I had decided to conduct semi-structured interviews I had 
compiled a list of topics that might be discussed, together with some suggested 
questions (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009) grouped around musical beginnings, family 
contexts, and formal learning experiences. My project had been approved by the 
ethics committee, I had sent participant letters and made appointments with the 
people who accepted my invitation to be interviewed, and I had tested my two 
recording devices so many times that I was then worried that I was almost defying 
them to malfunction. Then it was time for my first interview.  
 
The first scheduled interview was with Géza Szilvay and the appointment had to be 
sandwiched in between his many commitments while he was in Australia for a 
Colourstrings™ teacher training course at a college in Toowoomba. There were 
classes all day and into the evening but we finally found a one-hour time slot just 
before dinner on the fourth day of the program. I had previously been feeling 
comfortable about conducting all of the interviews but as we sat down I suddenly 
started feeling nervous. Would the recording work? Could I get through everything I 
wanted to talk about in the one hour that we had? Was he hungry because it was 
almost dinner time and possibly regretting the decision to talk to me? I felt 
uncomfortable asking him to sign the participant form, and my nervousness caused 
me to adopt quite a formal demeanour in outlining the research project for him 
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before we started. I asked the first question and then in between trying to take notes 
(in case the recordings didn’t work) listen, and get ready for the next question, I was 
starting to get stressed, which wasn’t what I had envisaged when planning these 
sessions. Of course, I had talked to Géza many times before but never in a high 
stakes situation where the information I was about to gather was so important to 
me, compounded by his imminent departure from Australia.  
 
Fortunately for me, there was an interruption when someone came into the room, 
and that seemed to break the tension. When we resumed, I managed to relax more, 
and instead of thinking of this meeting as a difficult encounter, I decided to 
conceptualise it as a conversation between two friends who shared similar interests. 
Géza’s story was so fascinating we went over time and he was late for dinner, and I 
think he may have enjoyed our conversation as well. As we were going into dinner 
he said, You know, so much I did not say to anyone before and then here, now, I 
have remembered. 
 
5.1 Introduction  
What stories do musicians tell about their formative musical experiences? As it turns out, 
the musicians with whom I spoke told rich and interesting stories that shed light on the 
characteristics, beliefs, and goals that shaped their musical development and lead them to 
careers in music. As a narrative researcher, I was not so much focused on studying the 
personalities or character of each individual person with whom I spoke, but rather I was 
interested in exploring the personal, social and educational experiences of each individual 
and identifying themes that were common in the stories that were told to me (Chase, 
2011). Before I started my conversations with the storytellers I wasn’t sure how I would 
identify the motifs that would form the basis of the analysis and discussion of this study 
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despite having read deeply about the process of narrativity (Abbott, 2008; Chase, 2011; 
Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2012; Kvale & Brinkman, 2009; Lichtman, 2013). In 
the past I had been more familiar with starting a research project with a fixed theory that 
needed to be proved or disproved, but in this case I was being encouraged to allow my 
research, and specifically the interviews, to lead me to the knowledge.  
 
Fortunately, I had decided very early in my research that I would personally transcribe the 
completed conversations. Kvale and Brinkman (2009) reminded me that “the 
interviewee’s statements are not collected, they are co-authored by the interviewee” (p. 
192), and so it was important to be fully immersed in the story and not to take advantage 
of software that would transcribe the audio recordings, or to pay someone to do the 
same. I am not an efficient typist and so transcribing took many, many hours, but as soon 
as I started I realised the process’s significant value. Kvale and Brinkman (2009) caution 
researchers to refrain from viewing interviews as transcripts (words on a page) and to see 
them as living conversations, and that is exactly what I recognised when re-listening to 
the recordings in order to commit them to paper. As I listened, and re-listened, I was able 
to hear in the voices a range of nuanced variations, and I sometimes found that I had 
been listening for perhaps ten minutes and I hadn’t typed a word. I could hear an upward 
inflection as if questioning, and I could hear a sigh at the end of a statement. There were 
little laughs that followed a question or an answer, and I found the pauses in the 
conversation to be so significant. There might have been a sense of urgency in 
describing a particular event, or a change of tonal quality when talking about someone 
who was deeply loved. The tones and shades of the voices ‘coloured-in’ the stories and 
brought them to life in a way that I hadn’t noticed when I was in the moment of talking and 
recording. I listened to the recordings so many times that now when I read part of a 
transcript, I can hear the voices as well. 
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As I continued to listen to the conversations and transcribe them, certain words, 
significant phrases, and concepts seemed to jump off the page and they became almost 
like a refrain in a song. There might have been different singers and diverse performance 
venues but the refrain kept returning. I started highlighting recurring words and phrases, 
which in turn gave rise to ideas for themes that could be explored. From the stories I was 
able to identify three over-arching leitmotifs that relate to the storytellers’ formative 
experiences of music, and I explore these in the following chapters.  In this chapter, I 
consider elements of the stories that relate to musical experiences that occurred inside 
the storytellers’ homes with their family members and others close to them. In chapter six, 
I re-tell stories about influences that occurred outside of the home, at school and in the 
community, and in chapter seven I recall aspects of the stories that relate to the notion of 
peak musical experiences as a motivator for long-term musical engagement. In deciding 
on these broad themes I was cognisant of Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) explanation of 
a metaphorical three-dimensional narrative inquiry space.  The interviewees’ stories 
address matters of temporality, they focus on the personal and social dimensions of the 
storytellers’ lives, and they occur in specific places that are unique to each individual.   
 
5.2 Inside the home  
I was aware from research, and from experience, that a family has a powerful influence on 
the musical engagement of its individual members. I am reminded here that Moore et al. 
(2003) found that the social context of learning is critical for sustaining motivation and for 
the development of musical skills, and McPherson (2009) states that, given the extensive 
research now available, there is no reason to doubt the importance of families in children’s 
musical development. Reflecting on my own childhood, it is clear that in my preschool 
years, my family was the sole influence on my musical development. I would hear my 
mother playing the piano and singing; I would hear one of my siblings practising their 
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instrument; I might have been given an impromptu lesson at the piano or on my brother’s 
guitar; I learnt to sing all of the songs on Kindergarten of the Air, an Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation children’s radio program, which was the only radio broadcast I 
was allowed to listen to; I would be encouraged to join in the extended family’s sing-a-
longs that occurred regularly in our house; and my Mum’s record collection provided hours 
of entertainment because we didn’t have television at that time. I didn’t go to kindergarten 
or preschool and so the only outside influence would have come from going to church, 
however, I don’t have strong memories of singing hymns until after I started school. 
Looking back on these memories, it occurred to me that there was nothing negative about 
my experience. I wasn’t put under pressure to make music, nor was I forced to participate 
in musical activities. The opportunities were all around me and I could partake or 
contribute as I wished, and I experienced encouragement for my efforts, rather than 
negativity. Sloboda (2005) found that children who experienced positive music 
environments were more likely to pursue music in later life. My recollections reminded me 
of a very old television advertisement for toothpaste where Mrs Marsh dips a piece of 
chalk into some blue liquid and the chalk soaks it up. I was like the chalk in my family’s 
music making, absorbing every experience. Richard Gill, a renowned Australian music 
educator and conductor, remarked that “music is, in part, about people … the right people 
at the right time” (2012, p. 2). Families would seem to be the ‘right people at the right time’ 
for early childhood music development. 
 
5.2.i Family  
I have mentioned previously that when I was a child I thought that all families made music 
together, and I was unaware until later that they didn’t. It made me wonder about the home 
influences of the musicians that I had invited to be part of this project. Virginia Grohl, 
mother of Dave Grohl of the Foo Fighters and Nirvana, had remarked that “ours had 
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always been a life full of music” (2017, p. ix), and according to Dr. Dre’s mother, young 
Andre would cry when there was no music around him: “The music had a soothing effect 
on Andre; he would listen until he fell asleep” (Grohl, 2017, p. 16). I started to re-read the 
transcripts looking for mention of family contexts that promoted positive music 
environments and encouraged music participation, and I found that all of my storytellers 
remembered family situations that were rich with affirming musical experiences that 
supported or inspired musical engagement.  
 
Rather like myself, Carmen remembered taking for granted the musical milieu that  
surrounded her: We lived on a street where my uncle and my grandfather lived about a 
house away. I suppose being Asian we had very close family connections,  
and living so close to my mother’s family, we were in and out of each other’s houses  
and they had instruments, you know. It was not strange to see instruments being  
used or oh, let’s have a go at this. My uncle played the guitar, and I remember  
my aunt would be sitting at the organ and using some automatic rhythm, and I  
remember we would be learning or practising some sort of dance step. However,  
Carmen’s paternal extended family were not interested in music and she was aware  
that they thought that paying for music lessons and going to concerts was a waste of  
money. She remarked, whenever we visited my father’s side of the family, they  
didn’t have a piano and it was like huh, how boring is this? This is not normal.  
 
Hearing Carmen say that only one side of her family was interested in music caused me 
to reflect upon both sides of my family. During our talk together I commented, I hadn’t 
thought of it like that, that it was only one part of the family, but that’s how it was for my 
family too.  I can remember going to my father’s side of the family and they all loved 
music but nobody learnt an instrument or sang in a choir or similar. It hadn’t occurred to 
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me before then that my own family unit was not only different from those of my friends 
and school mates, but it was also different from the rest of my extended family. My 
mother was an only child and so I had no aunts, uncles or cousins on her side of the 
family with whom to compare. Both of my grandfathers had died before I was born and 
neither of my grandmothers played a musical instrument as far as I know. I also never 
heard them sing. For some reason though my maternal grandmother wanted my mother 
to learn to play the piano and she continued to play for the rest of her life. My father didn’t 
play a musical instrument and neither did any of his three siblings, nor any of their 
children. I don’t think it was a financial consideration but perhaps a lack of opportunity. 
However, there is absolutely no doubt about the fact that they loved music, and our large 
family gatherings were always enriched by what might be described as enthusiastic 
singing. My uncle who is one hundred years old and suffering from dementia still comes 
to life when my brother plays some of the old family favourites for him. I certainly grew up 
with the feeling that music was highly valued in my family circle.  
 
My siblings, Helen and Jim also remember that music was just an accepted component of 
our family life. Helen recalled, You knew that everyone had learnt something (a musical 
instrument) so you did it too. One thing that I found really interesting was that Helen didn’t 
recall many preschool musical memories but Jim did, and I certainly did as well. Jim 
distinctly remembered Mum playing the piano, and a lot of musical activity that he 
recalled was connected with his siblings. He recollected, I don’t remember anything 
specific but there was always music in the house. There were older siblings who had 
records or played instruments. There was a lot of music in the house. Helen’s memories 
are from when she was a little older and at school. I have memories of Mum playing the 
piano and family standing around singing, or Mum playing the piano as I came home from 
school. I remember that, but nothing from before I went to school.  
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As Helen and I continued to talk we uncovered a couple of clues that prompted us to 
theorise about why she may not have remembered a lot of music activity at home in early 
childhood. Helen was born in 1956 and when she was three years old our family got its 
first television set. The radio and the record player started to take a back seat in 
deference to the new technology, which took pride of place in our only lounge room. 
Silence was preferred when the television was on. The following year, when Helen was 
only just four, our younger brother Jim was born and, being three-and-a-half years older 
than Helen, I had started school earlier in that year. Jim was the seventh child in the 
family and so our mother would have been too busy to sit down and play the piano, and 
older siblings probably had to keep the noise down because the baby was asleep. By the 
time Helen went to school, Mum would have had more time to devote to music again, 
which might account for Jim’s early memories. I can remember that when I had only two 
small children and a full-time job, that I virtually stopped playing the violin because of time 
constraints, so perhaps she was in a similar situation.  
 
Géza offered the comment that it is what is happening inside the family circle that is the 
most natural for very young children: I think so that in Hungary we start school when we 
are six , but before school I was in a family where my mother, my father, my grandmother, 
they were singing. Talking and singing was very natural for us, and when we were singing 
it was actually only an exaggeration of talking or making like an augmentation of talking–a 
more warm and interesting communication. Not so much performing but communicating. I 
still sense this in Géza today as musical ideas radiate from him, and it is no exaggeration 
to say that he has lived music throughout his life. For more than forty years he has 
continued to revisit his teaching method to improve it and to find more ways of engaging 
children’s imagination and developing their sensitivity and creativity. The original material 
that was contained in one book has expanded to six tutor books accompanied by a 
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myriad of supplementary materials. He has created a whole package for the child where 
instrumental technique, musical hearing, understanding, and developing emotions are 
combined equally. I think that one of the driving forces behind his development of 
Colourstrings™ as a violin teaching method has been the desire to help children to learn 
to communicate through music. Colourstrings™ is unusual in the wide field of violin 
teaching approaches in that it is based on Kodály’s music principles with singing as a firm 
foundation for learning. The development is effected through learning to sing short songs 
before playing them on the violin, thus bringing the music to life before applying playing 
techniques. In workshops and during lessons, I have often heard Géza say to a child, 
“Why play just notes on a page? Make it beautiful,” but elongating the ‘u’ sound in his 
engaging Hungarian accent. By this he means, make the notes say something.  
Singing and music making in the family also offered Géza a sense of continuity and 
expectation about his own musical future: there was singing, then my father’s cello 
playing, then my sister’s piano playing, Csaba’s cello playing, and then I started myself.  
 
David was the eldest child in his family so there was no model for him to follow or a sense 
of expectation about playing a musical instrument. However, he remembered his family 
having a positive disposition towards music. Both of his parents had learnt the piano 
when they were younger but he never heard his mother play. His father still played the 
piano once a week when, as a church minister, he would play through some hymns in 
order to select the ones for the next Sunday service. David surmised that he must have 
been a reasonable pianist to be able to do that, but he never considered his father to be a 
pianist. One of David’s earliest memories was of listening to music from his parents’ 
record collection that they chose carefully from the World Record Club’s catalogue. The 
variety meant that David listened to the music of Beethoven, Brahms, Grieg, Sibelius, and 
other pieces that might be considered too sophisticated for a young boy to comprehend, 
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but he remembered the names of dozens of the pieces. He remembered the music as 
being available for him to enjoy and that there was no pressure to understand any of it. 
Some records such as Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf were bought specially for him, and 
his parents also purchased a range of good quality percussion instruments for him to use 
while listening to the flip side of the record, Music for Movement. It’s very interesting that 
David eventually became an award winning orchestral conductor.  
 
Another strong preschool memory for David was of singing in an ad hoc family choir for 
his grandparents’ golden wedding anniversary: For me that was a great treat, he said. 
That event may also have been pivotal in shaping David’s future self: Mum and Dad for 
some reason believed that I had no musical talent and that my brother had all of the 
talent in the family. I’m not sure what made them have that impression, and in fact, it was 
when I sang in that family choir that I think that one of my uncles pointed out to my 
parents that I could sing. David’s maternal grandfather had been an amateur but versatile 
musician who conducted the church choir, played the trumpet, played the piano, and 
would attempt any instrument that he came across; one of his uncles played the violin 
and was an avid music listener; and David discovered later on that two of his maternal 
aunts had been semi-professional singers. They were all very positive about music but I 
don’t think that music was a concept for me at that stage. The only concept I had at that 
age was cricket. I was out hitting the ball every day. That was going to be my career. 
David laughed as he recalled that memory.  
 
Singing in those early years was a powerful memory for all of the musicians that I 
interviewed, perhaps with the exception of Helen. She has never been an enthusiastic 
singer, didn’t sing in the school choir and when asked to sing in the choir at church, she 
chose to play the organ instead. I wonder if there is a connection between singing in early 
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childhood and continued interest in later life? My keen interest in early childhood music 
education was born along with my children, and I, like Géza, came to the conclusion that 
singing in early childhood was another form of communication that was just as important 
as talking. I had taught grades one and two when I was a primary school music specialist 
and I loved working with that age group. I had also taught Colourstrings™ violin before 
my children were born, but it wasn’t until I had my own family that I realised the potential 
of musical communication from a very early age. I became the mother with a song for 
every occasion, which probably became a bit annoying, but we have many happy 
memories of singing as a focal point for family activities long before my boys went to 
school or started formal music tuition. This might explain why I jumped at the chance to 
write and direct the early childhood music program at Young Conservatorium in Brisbane 
when the opportunity was offered, and I was delighted when I was able to expand the 
program to include babies from the age of six months together with their parents and/or 
caregivers. My decision to offer music classes for such young children was questioned by 
many, and I lost count of the number of times that I had to explain what babies could 
possibly do in a music class. My answer was always the same, “The classes are not so 
much about what your baby will learn today. The classes are more about helping you (the 
parents) to play with your child in a musical way. Another way of playing, learning, 
communicating even before your baby can talk.”  
 
Csaba recalled the importance of music in his family life: We have had a happy family, 
even it was in a difficult time, and we have been poor, but the family offered lots of energy 
to pick up us (sic) in the music. Géza and Csaba were young children in Hungary during 
and after World War Two when the Communist regime was particularly harsh, and both 
recalled the fear that they felt even as children. Géza recalled that music in his home 
gave him a feeling of safety and that perhaps the family used music as an escape from 
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their worries. When talking about his father Géza said, he was a very capable amateur 
and he liked to play for himself when he came back from his working place, the 
University. Then the cello playing was an escape – to forget. From a political standpoint, 
Csaba and Géza believe now that music can be a unifying and calming factor in times of 
unrest, and that singing and making music keeps families and small communities 
together in difficult times. The communistic time was something unexplainable. I can’t 
explain because that is a feeling – the fear – and everything (said emphatically), every 
member, every person in Hungary, we ten million people – we were terrorised. And this is 
even children. We felt the danger that is coming from the State. It’s unbelievable. Music 
at home created a cocoon around the Szilvay family both emotionally and physically, and 
there was another very good reason for their parents to encourage their music making. In 
Hungary at that time, musicians didn’t have to do compulsory military service, thus, 
encouraging their sons to become successful musicians was an ‘insurance policy’ that 
they could put in place.  
 
Through my conversations I found that activities such as singing and making music 
together as a family are of primary importance in developing positive feelings towards 
music that support formal music education, as Gembris and Davidson had found 
previously (2002). Each of the musicians with whom I spoke described families that 
encouraged musical interests and provided opportunities to be involved in music making 
from a young age. Even more interesting is the fact that each musician talked about one 
person in their family who was the most significant in making their musical development 
possible. I will retell those stories in the next part of this chapter.   
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5.2.ii Significant people: Mothers  
I bumped into a colleague in the corridor – and I mean I literally bumped into her. 
My office is in a busy area and most people work with their doors closed in order to 
get relative quiet in which to work. I often forget to ‘stop, look, and listen’ before I 
charge through the doorway and out into the corridor.  
Judy: “I’m so sorry. I have to stop running out into the corridor without checking the 
traffic first. Are you OK?”  
Colleague: “Yes, I’m fine. How are you? And dare I ask how your PhD is going?”  
I scrunched up my face and said, “OK” (with an upward inflection) which really gave 
my game away, but as we were both on our way to get a coffee in between 
teaching, we continued to talk as we walked.  
Judy: “I’m at the point of analysing the stories that were told to me. You know I’m 
conducting narrative research, don’t you?” She nodded “yes”. “Well, there are so 
many interesting aspects of all the stories that I’m finding it difficult to know how to 
organize my thoughts. My head is full of ideas and I can’t get them onto the paper.”  
Colleague: “I’ve never conducted narrative research myself but, as you know, I 
prefer qualitative research methodologies and I’ve been reading more about 
narrative lately. Did you type up your own interviews?”  
Judy: “Yes, I did. I actually thought it was a very good thing to do.”  
Colleague: “Well, what was the word or phrase that you typed the most?”  
Judy: (thinking)…”It was ‘Mum’.”  
Colleague: “Well, to quote The Sound of Music,” and she sang, “a very good place 
to start!”  
 
When I was reading Virginia Grohl’s book (2017) I was overwhelmed by the beautiful 
stories that she told about the mothers, like herself, who raised rock stars. The stories are 
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captivating and the writing is so vivid that it was difficult to put the book down. One of my 
colleagues who is a journalist and a lover of all kinds of music read it overnight. 
Admittedly, the book is about “mothers who rocked and raised music’s greatest”, and to 
be fair, many of the musicians that Grohl includes in her book had additional close 
relationships in their early lives that supported their pursuit of music. However, for many, 
their mother was the compelling force. As an example, Grohl was a single mother; 
Michael Stipe’s (REM) father was in the army and endured long absences when the 
children were young; Dr Dre experienced an unstable childhood without his biological 
father; and when Adam Levine (Maroon 5) was a child, his father was devoting so much 
time to setting up the family business that he was what would be called an absent father. 
His mother said, Adam and I “kind of grew up together” (Grohl, 2017, p. 95). Dave Grohl 
paid tribute to his mother in the foreword to her book, and while his words are more poetic 
than mine or my storytellers, he expresses so eloquently what I heard them say during our 
conversations: “These ears and this heart and mind were born of someone. Someone 
who shared that same love of music and song ... and there is no love like a mother’s love. 
It is life’s greatest song. We are all indebted to the women who have given us life. For 
without them, there would be no music” (2017, p. xv). 
 
My Mother was certainly the dominant influence in my musical development and Helen 
and Jim said the same thing when I spoke to them. Mum’s direction of the family extended 
to all parts of our lives, and it always seemed to me that she was the one who made the 
big decisions about what school we went to, what instrument we learned, what clothes we 
wore, where we were allowed to go, right down to the smaller considerations such as what 
we ate, and so on. This was in the 1950s and early 1960s and my parents had very 
defined family roles: my father went to work and my mother was the homemaker and 
looked after the children. Perhaps my mother always consulted with my father before 
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making the bigger decisions, but I was unaware of that if she did. I knew however that I 
needed Mum’s approval if I wanted something and that her decision would stand. My 
father was no pushover though, so I can only presume that he approved of our music 
activities because he would have had to pay for the lessons and buy musical instruments 
and music, and later on, pay for orchestra membership, uniforms and so on. He didn’t, 
however, attend performances or recitals, but I can remember that we would all attend my 
older brother’s football and cricket games. Maybe that’s why I didn’t think that he was 
particularly interested in our music activities at the time.  
 
Neither Helen nor I can remember actually choosing the instruments that we ended up 
playing and Helen said, I was just told that was what I was doing. My experience was the 
same, and it mirrors Géza, Csaba and David’s stories of the instrument being 
predetermined for each of them. The well-known Australian guitarist Tommy Emmanuel 
recalled that he didn’t ask to play the guitar either, and although his father bought the 
instrument, it was his mother who motivated him to play: “My mother put the guitar in my 
hands when I was five years old. She could play a bit so she really got me started to (sic) 
playing it, too” (Crowe, 2012, p. 171). Helen remembered Mum being encouraging but not 
pushy. I used to do my piano practice before school, then get the bus, and do my cello 
practice on the verandah (at school) each day. I remember Mum being supportive but I 
don’t ever remember her complaining that I hadn’t practiced. I don’t remember any fights 
about it. Just as I had not felt any pressure with regard to excelling at playing a musical 
instrument, Helen felt that her experience had been the same. I can remember all four of 
my elder siblings playing music also but I don’t have any recollection of it being a burden 
to them or causing anxiety. Jim, who started his music lessons much later confirmed that 
his experience was similar.   
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Jim’s earliest memory of music, from before he went to school, was of Mum playing the 
piano and he remembered a specific piece called “Alley Cat”. Even though Jim was slow 
to embrace formal music lessons, Mum just bided her time waiting for him to be ready. 
There was a time when I felt some pressure from Mum to learn an instrument formally 
and properly, so I thought there was a sense of expectation there, but Mum backed off. 
And then when I volunteered to learn, I just thought it was normal. Richard Gill was a late 
starter too, and John Curro (founder of QYO) didn’t start playing the viola until after he 
had already finished an architecture degree. John has always said that when he was a 
child he wanted to play cricket for Australia (David Banney had the same ambition), and 
although he learnt the violin for a little while when he was quite young, he hated it and 
wouldn’t practise. Richard Gill (2012) explains in his book that he wanted to learn a 
musical instrument earlier but his family circumstances meant that he wasn’t able to until 
he was around thirteen years old. He credits his mother’s choice of Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation radio and Kindergarten of the Air (something we have in 
common) for sustaining his love of music until he could start learning the piano: “I have 
vivid memories from very early childhood of the wireless emitting a wonderful sound… 
which I learned later was that of violins. There were regular programs of classical music 
including opera each day at 11a.m., the sounds of which went right through my body” 
(Gill, 2012, p. 5). It’s evident that a late start in music didn’t hold either of these eminent 
musicians back.  
 
Despite a few early attempts at learning the piano, Jim didn’t start taking music seriously 
until he was eighteen, an age that music educators might consider too old to start learning 
an instrument. With Mum’s full support, there was no holding him back once he had 
decided for himself to pursue organ lessons. Helen also played the organ because of 
Mum’s example, and Mum bought an organ that took up most of our lounge room (the part 
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not being occupied by a grand piano) so that all three of them could practise. I asked Jim 
if he thought that Mum did the right thing by not forcing the issue of him having formal 
music lessons earlier and he said, I think in some ways letting me find it for myself was a 
good thing, but then again I look back and think how much better my technique, and 
knowledge, and theory could be if I had been made to persevere in those early times. 
 
Although Géza and Csaba’s mother wasn’t the primary influence in their music education, 
she was a positive and warm support for both of her sons. She had played the piano 
when she was younger, and she sang songs with the family but as Csaba remarked, she 
was a listener who was in the kitchen and was saying, ‘not quite’, when we were 
practising. We have got a critic (laughing), but she came in and listened to us when we 
played our pieces. Csaba remembered that it was a good feeling when his mother came 
into the room and sat down to listen. Géza agreed. She was supporting us – always, 
always. When we were ready with one piece, then the first one who we asked to listen, 
that was mother. My mother was the dearest mother. Géza recalled that she never 
complained about the noise of everyone practising at the same time, even in the early 
stages when the first practising on the violin and cello, it is not a musical experience. 
There was no pressure to practise or to succeed, but all of the Szilvay children (an older 
sister and a younger brother as well) responded to the absolute joy that their mother 
showed at their developing music skills.  
 
Carmen’s mother was the central influence in fostering her daughter’s love of music, and 
Carmen felt that she may not have become a musician if it hadn’t been for her mother 
picking up on signs that her daughter was ready to start learning the piano. Although her 
mother didn’t play a musical instrument, she loved to sing, to dance, and to listen to 
opera. It was no coincidence that Carmen was named after her mother’s favourite 
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nineteenth century opera by Georges Bizet. My mother loved the opera and that is why I 
have my name, and as I mentioned in chapter four, it was Carmen’s mother who bought 
her a toy piano. She started having formal piano lessons when she was five, and her 
mother arranged for both Carmen and her younger sister Connie to go to the same 
teacher as Ruth and Jean. I had asked Carmen who she associated most of her musical 
memories with as a young girl and as she was explaining that her mother sang and 
whistled, and the family sang together, she suddenly stopped and then said: Oh that’s 
right Judy, we actually had a nanny and she was with us probably from when I was about 
four years old to about ten or eleven years old. I remember how she used to put us to 
sleep. She would stroke my face and she would be humming something. I don’t know 
what she was humming but I remember the stroking. It was a lovely memory for Carmen, 
and she spoke fondly of her nanny who deputised for her mother when necessary.  
 
David’s mother was also the one who noticed her son’s interest in the violin and 
organised for him to start lessons at school. There was a lady who was a violin teacher 
and she had played a few times at church and I had shown a bit of interest in what she 
was doing. Mum found out from someone that free instrumental lessons were available in 
schools, and she just rang up. One day, soon after that, David was called out of class and 
told that he was going to a violin lesson. He acknowledged that he didn’t choose the violin 
as his instrument but just took advantage of the wonderful opportunity that had been 
offered to him. His mother practised with him at first but it wasn’t long before David loved 
playing so much that he didn’t even need to be encouraged to get his violin out. Although 
David’s mother was supportive of his interest and success in music during his school 
years, it was a different matter when it came time for him to leave school. Mum actually 
thought that music was a luxury and didn’t deserve to be a career, so a very good 
protestant approach. Helen told me a similar story that I hadn’t been aware of before. 
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Helen decided to go to the conservatorium anyway and David, of course, went to 
university to study medicine but then returned to music after completing his degree. I 
think if I’d said what I really wanted to do at the time my parents wouldn’t have stopped 
me, but Mum also made it clear that she didn’t think it was a proper career. A mother’s 
influence can be very strong.  
 
5.2.iii Significant people: Fathers 
In the stories that I gathered from my friends and colleagues, and in published resources 
about musicians, there are numerous references to mothers. I have discussed some of 
these in the previous section, but even in stories of mega superstars like Elvis and Les 
Paul, mothers played a leading role in providing opportunities for potential to be realised 
(Crowe, 2012). Finding stories about influential fathers is more difficult. Anna Goldsworthy 
(2011) wrote about her father’s interest in and influence on her musical development, and I 
found a reasonable number of indications of paternal influence in Crowe’s (2012) book 
about ‘legendary’ guitarists. The words Dad or Father weren’t mentioned frequently in the 
transcripts from my interviews either. I wondered if, as I proposed in the last section when 
talking about my parents that, given the age of the people that I spoke with, the absence of 
father references might be a result of cultural patterns of the twentieth century when 
mothers were the primary carers of their children and responsible for the day-to-day 
practical issues related to child rearing. The temporal and socio-cultural dimensions of 
their lives may have influenced the potential relationships of the people I spoke with.  
 
I returned to the transcripts to see what my storytellers had said about their fathers in 
relation to their musical development. Helen didn’t mention our father at all during our 
conversation, but Jim remembered him as being supportive: He supported all of us in our 
musical endeavours but I don’t think he’d been given any opportunities himself. I have 
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never felt that our father was particularly involved in any of our pursuits, including music, 
but that was possibly the case for a lot of fathers in that era. As a child, I would have said 
that he didn’t know that I played the violin, and as I did most of my practice at school (like 
Helen, I caught an early bus so that I could practice before school), I don’t think he would 
have heard me play on my own. I think he felt a bit out of his depth as the only one in the 
family who didn’t play an instrument and we didn’t help when we teased him whenever he 
tried to sing.  He had learnt his favourite song “Sur le Pont d’Avignon” in French class at 
high school. As Helen and I grew older, and joined QYO, Dad excelled as ‘supportive 
Dad’ by driving us to every Saturday morning rehearsal and mid-week sectional for the 
two years before I got my driver’s licence, and then he was brave enough to let me have 
the car to drive to rehearsals. I guess it meant he got to sleep in on Saturdays.  
 
I can now remember though going on a trip with him in our FJ Holden to buy my first new 
violin, a three-quarter size instrument. The legendary Mr. Sleath, a violin maker and 
repairer, lived at St. Lucia, so we had to venture to the other side of town to visit his 
workshop, which had probably been the garage for his house at some time. You had to 
make an appointment to see him and so we had arrived precisely at the allotted time as 
there was a rumour going around that if you were late, he would refuse to see you. I had 
never been in a violin workshop before and it was like entering a cave full of treasures. 
And the smell of the varnishes was intoxicating.  
 
Before the visit to Mr. Sleath, I had borrowed an instrument from school, but this one was 
going to be mine and I still remember it as probably the most precious thing I have ever 
been given. I was the fifth of seven children and I was used to having hand-me-downs, 
but here I was about to get something just for me. Mr. Sleath brought out three violins 
that were the correct size and allowed me to play each one to see which one I liked, a 
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concept that was foreign to me at that time. When I chose the one I wanted, my father 
had a discussion with Mr. Sleath and I remember him taking money out of his pocket to 
pay for the violin. To be honest, I don’t know how my father afforded that purchase and I 
don’t think that I was sufficiently appreciative of the sacrifice that must have been made 
at the time. Even though I eventually grew out of that violin and went on to a full-size 
instrument, I kept that one until I was in my twenties and I still regret selling it.  
 
Carmen remembers both of her parents listening to music but her father was not as 
involved as her mother in her early piano tuition. Her father’s influence increased as she 
got older. My father used to invite visiting clients to our home. We were all part of it and 
we were trotted out to play a favourite tune and we enjoyed that because these people, 
and Mum and Dad included, made us feel like we were part of the party. But you know, 
Judy, our piano sat in the middle of the living room, the middle of the house, it wasn’t 
tucked away. It was very much part of the living space for us. Learning the piano can 
often be a lonely experience because, unlike other band or orchestra instruments, there 
are no ensembles for young pianists to join that might provide some social contact with 
others who enjoy doing the same thing as they do. Carmen felt that her father provided 
that socialising experience for her and her sister Connie, as well as a low risk 
performance environment in which to experiment. She remembers that she made lots of 
mistakes but it didn’t really matter because she knew that her father was proud of her.  
 
David was also offered performance opportunities through his father’s ministry. 
Sometimes parts were written for him to play on the violin but otherwise he had to learn to 
improvise, which is a great skill to have acquired. He was also exposed to a lot of music 
even though it was mostly hymns. Carmen’s father had the most impact when she 
decided that she wanted to study music full-time. She had been offered a scholarship to 
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study piano in London, but because Carmen’s father had already decided that the family 
was going to move to Australia and the scholarship involved a bond to return to 
Singapore, he offered Carmen the chance to study anywhere in the world. Together they 
chose Indiana University in the United States, one of the most prestigious American 
music schools and it was an outstanding educational opportunity. And by the way, 
Carmen’s Dad is still incredibly proud of her.  
 
Géza and Csaba’s father was an engineer and a university professor, but he was also a 
very capable cellist who Géza remembers had a very beautiful singing voice. Géza knew, 
even before he went to school, that his father had already planned that he would learn 
the violin. He said, It was inevitable. His older sister already played the piano and Csaba 
had started the cello two years before Géza began learning the violin. For the first two 
years, Csaba learnt the cello from his father and played on his father’s instrument. He 
remembers having to sit on a table to play because the cello was too big for him and he 
couldn’t reach the fingerboard properly. Csaba also didn’t question the choice of 
instrument that his father made for him. Géza offered, I was not asked to be a violinist.  
No. That was another time. I never questioned his authoritarianism because I knew that 
this is for me. I was so captured by that comment that, as we were talking, I marked the 
spot on the recording so that I could find it easily to listen to again. Géza was correct. It 
was a different time and a different model of parenting. He was born in 1943 in Hungary 
and I was born ten years later in Australia, but the parenting style was similar. We 
accepted the authority of our parents and would not have dared to challenge it. My two 
sons, who are now in their thirties, were shocked to learn that I was in many ways afraid 
of my father because it was a concept that they couldn’t comprehend. Times had 
changed.  
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I asked Géza if he had ever considered that his own children would not have music in 
their lives and he answered: That was out of the question. That was, for me, so natural 
that I do with the children immediately. For them they started four or five years old 
immediately, for five minutes, and it was not difficult for the children. I imagined that as 
the father of Colourstrings™ methodology, introducing his four children to the violin would 
be easy. Réka was so interested (my first child is a daughter) and she was so interested 
all the time when I was playing at home. She was coming and listening me, so I knew that 
she will be a violinist. And when I could teach her properly, she obeyed and she enjoyed, 
and I had no problem with her. He then told me a wonderful story about his son Torda, 
which gives hope to the rest of us. After trying to teach Torda the violin for a while Géza 
found that he was really not interested and suggested that he learn the cello from Uncle 
Csaba. He liked Csaba and he liked being in the orchestra so he progressed well and 
Géza made sure that he practised. I was listening to him practice one day. It was a Bach 
piece that he is practising two bars and repeat, repeat, repeat. I went up to congratulate 
him that at last you learned to practise and not just to play things through, but he was 
reading this, this comic book Asterix. He was reading Asterix and he had taped the two 
bars. So I knew that he will not be a musician. Torda was good enough to study music 
after he left school if he had wanted to but he chose to become a doctor. He now plays in 
a doctors’ orchestra. Réka is the only one of the four children who became a professional 
musician, but all of them achieved a high level of success on each of their respective 
instruments. Despite both of their parents being violinists neither of my boys became 
professional musicians either; though they both still make music in their leisure time and I 
hope they will pass this gift on to their own children. Géza made a reflective comment 
that resonated with me and is a good lesson for parents and teachers:  So it is probably a 
good message that the father and the mother have to be different with each child 
because each child is different, and you have to sometimes be diplomatic and smuggle 
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the lessons in if you believe that music makes better. Music makes a ‘present’ for the 
children. 
 
5.2.iv Significant people: Grandparents  
I have already written briefly about Anna Goldsworthy’s grandfather and how he found for 
her the teacher to whom she credits her success. It was also at her grandfather’s house 
that Anna was inspired as she listened to her grandfather, her father, and her uncle play 
the piano each Sunday after lunch. I had read Taylor Swift’s biography in which a story is 
told about how close she was to her grandmother who was an award-winning former opera 
singer, and how they sang together at church: “I can remember [my grandmother] singing, 
the thrill of it… she was one of my first inspirations” (Govan, 2012, p. 14). I find it difficult to 
relate to stories about grandparents as I never knew either of my grandfathers, and neither 
of my grandmothers spent any substantial time with us as a family unit. I noticed that 
Helen and Jim didn’t talk about grandparents in their stories either. Our paternal 
grandmother lived with my uncle and his family and so it wasn’t possible to visit Grandma’s 
house or to stay with her even for the day.  
 
As I was just writing that last sentence, I realised that I never spent any time alone with 
her. I also remember that there were sometimes long absences when she would sail to 
America or to Europe to visit my aunt and her family and stay for several months. When I 
eventually went to America as an adult to visit my cousins, they had photographs of her 
that I had never seen and I found that they knew more about her than I did even though 
they had lived so far away. I didn’t know my maternal grandmother very well and she 
visited my mother at home when all of the children were at school to help with the 
housework. There may have been all kinds of reasons for why that happened, but as a 
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child it appeared to me that she didn’t want to spend time with us. Neither of my 
grandmothers sang to me, nor did they hear me sing or play the violin.  
Within one minute of sitting down to talk to Géza and Csaba they both talked about their 
paternal grandmother. When I asked Csaba what his earliest musical memory was he 
said, Grandmother was singing to us. Yes. He remembered her playing the piano as well, 
and it was she who gave the family the grand piano that their older sister learnt to play 
on. Géza said, Grandmother played a little bit. She belonged to the generation where 
every lady had to play a little bit. It was part of the culture at that time and I think so that it 
was quite a nice thing that it belonged to the education of every lady a little bit. Csaba 
remembered some of the songs she used to sing and recounted the story of one that he 
felt was so sad that it made him cry when he was a boy. It was a sad story but we loved 
it.  Well, the music is sad sometimes and we need to feel sad sometimes. Géza and 
Csaba only knew the one grandparent but she was obviously an influence in their lives. 
Géza recalled, I enjoyed my grandmother’s singing and wished that she visits and she 
will sing again. Every evening she would sing a lullaby. I remember the melody and I 
remember very well the words. Really interesting, now I realised that when I became a 
father, I tried to sing the same for my children what I heard from my grandmother. Csaba 
also remembers his grandmother taking him to concerts, and she was the one who took 
him to his first formal cello lessons outside of home. Grandmother was taking me to the 
Buda Academy. She has taken my hand and she has taken to the Buda Academy – not 
Father, not Mother.  
 
I made a mental note after we finished talking to be the kind of grandmother who is 
remembered with such love, affection, and respect that her two grandsons, who are now 
in their seventies, still reminisce about her and the music she taught them.   
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5.2.v Significant people: Siblings  
It was when I was talking to David that I grasped how different things might have been for 
me if I had been the first child in the family with no older siblings to lead the way, not only 
in music but in many aspects of growing up. Although none of my older brothers and 
sisters became musicians, they had all learnt musical instruments, which created the 
expectation that Helen, Jim, and I would follow suit. Maybe it took until children numbers 
five, six, and seven before music was so entrenched in our family that following a musical 
career was acceptable. Can we plan everything in our lives, or is life just an unexpected 
journey?  
 
Jim didn’t choose a music career in the first instance but his music skills and knowledge 
were strong enough that when the opportunity arose, he was able to take advantage of it. 
As the youngest in the family, he grew up with music all around him and one of his 
earliest memories is of his siblings teaching him to sing “Morningtown Ride” by The 
Seekers. One of our elder siblings must have bought the single when it was released in 
1966 and I can still remember the song that was on the B side of that record. It was called 
“When the Stars Begin to Fall”, a spiritual with a beautiful but repetitive melody that I sang 
over and over trying to imitate Judith Durham’s distinctive voice. She was a great teacher, 
but I’m sure the whole neighbourhood knew the song by the time I moved on to my next 
favourite refrain. Jim was five years old at the time and it was “Morningtown Ride” that he 
chose to sing for his class for show and tell when he discovered that the rest of his 
classmates hadn’t grown up in Brisbane’s version of the Von Trapp family. I thought it 
was normal, and then I sang in front of my class and everybody was so surprised. I 
thought, why is everybody so surprised at this? It was probably a bit of a light bulb 
moment.  
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Jim’s first experience of orchestral music was attending Youth Orchestra concerts when 
Helen and I were performing, and he remembered me taking him to other concerts 
including the hilarious Victor Borge. We both have the same silly sense of humour. I was 
really pleased that I had some influence on his love of music because I felt that my older 
siblings had done the same for me. I can remember Graham playing the guitar and 
singing, and listening to his 1950s records. When he went to study in America he had 
access to all of the latest LP records that used to take months to arrive in Australia. He 
would send them to me and I gained considerable credibility (for a violinist) with my 
classmates for having the latest Beatles’ or Rolling Stones’ albums long before anyone 
else. When he came home we formed our own family folk group and sang all of the latest 
1960s hits. Margaret was my eldest sister and I was only five when she left home. I don’t 
remember her playing an instrument but she had learnt the piano when she was younger. 
She had a deep love of music that she shared with me for the rest of her life and I know 
she was very proud of what I achieved.  
 
My sister, Dorothy played the piano, the violin, and the harp. I remember the harp mainly 
because it was the most exotic, I suppose, and because she played it in the school 
orchestra. For some reason I always felt that she understood what I was going through 
when my violin lessons became grim because she had been through the same  
experience with her piano teacher. I knew that she had been hit across the knuckles with 
a ruler and yelled at. It certainly didn’t make the abuse acceptable by any means but 
there was a type of understanding that developed. Carmen expressed similar concerns in 
relation to her teacher and her sister Connie, and I will discuss this later in this section.  
 
My brother, Peter is a guitarist, singer, and a technical whiz with anything related to music 
and sound, and since he retired from his ‘day job’ he has been able to devote more time 
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to his music again. He was the closest in age to me and he taught me to play the guitar 
when I was a teenager, a skill that I really valued as a school music teacher. Maybe we 
bonded over that experience because we are still very close. When I look back, I can see 
that all of my siblings contributed in some way to my musical development and they have 
all passed on a love of music to their children.  
 
Being the older of the two children in her family, I thought that Carmen wouldn’t have a lot 
to contribute to our discussion about siblings and their influence on her musical 
development because I had assumed that it would only be older siblings who would be 
influential. On the contrary, Carmen’s stories of learning the piano along with her younger 
sister really interested me. Carmen’s sister Connie is fourteen months her junior but they 
both started learning the piano at the same time and from the same teacher. Connie 
wasn’t quite four years old when she started but Carmen surmised that it was probably 
convenience that prompted her mother to take both of the children together. Like me, 
Carmen had previously described her piano lessons as painful, so I asked her how they 
both coped with it. It was like the two of us united against the teacher, I think. You know, 
one day I hit her because I saw her hurt Connie. She never forgot! The strange thing is 
that our playing improved because we were afraid of being hit.  
 
Carmen and Connie encouraged each other to practice and because they had to share 
the piano, they had to adhere to a practice timetable. The two girls made up music games 
together, created duets for themselves, and performed for friends and relatives. I don’t 
think it was the teacher who encouraged it. It was just me and Connie mucking about – 
oh well, let’s look at this piece; what does this piece sound like? The girls had created 
their own social environment in which to learn the piano and they even started learning 
the double bass together so that they could be part of their local youth orchestra. They 
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were only separated when Carmen left Singapore to study in America. Connie was also 
accepted to study music after leaving school and she graduated from the Sydney 
Conservatorium with majors in piano, double bass, and cello. I wonder if the outcome 
would have been the same if either of the girls had been learning music alone?  
 
Coda 
Just as young children typically learn their mother tongue from members of their family and 
the people who care for them, families and home environments can also promote and 
support musical engagement. As each of my storytellers remembered the influential 
people in their lives and the affect that their loved ones had on their musical development, 
I was able to relate what they said to my musical life and my story started to weave in and 
out of theirs.  It was a revelation in some instances to realise that there were others who 
had experienced a similar family milieu to mine. I also found comparable stories in books 
and articles (Crowe 2012; Gill 2012; Govan 2012; Grohl 2017) about well-known 
musicians which supports the notion that families are the first teachers in a young child’s 
life and often responsible for lighting the fire of the love of music. Moore et al. (2003) found 
that the social context of learning is critical for sustaining motivation and for the 
development of musical skills and, for a young child, the family can provide that social 
context and the close personal relationships that everyone recalls with much love. In the 
next chapter, I will continue the narrative trajectory by looking at influences external to the 
home environment, especially in formal music education and music in community settings.  
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CHAPTER 6: FINDING MEANING IN STORIES: OUTSIDE THE HOME 
 
6.1 Outside of the home  
In the initial research for this thesis I read extensively about the effects of motivation on 
prolonged engagement with any activity. It’s not that I was unaware before, but a review of 
the latest thinking on the subject reminded me of just how important it is, as a teacher, to 
focus on the reasons why a student might be learning a musical instrument and then to 
finds ways to develop and maintain motivation in order to avoid the dreaded drop out when 
numerous young musicians decide to cease their tuition and practice. Evans (2015) says 
that developing and sustaining motivation may be one of the most problematic features of 
learning to play a musical instrument, and in the previous chapter I identified, from the 
stories that I collected, influences from within families that might positively affect motivation 
and sustained engagement with music. In this chapter I focus on elements of the stories 
that relate to impacts that come from outside the home. Evans (2015) reported that the 
social environment in which the learning takes place is incredibly important, and that the 
quality of relationships in that social setting has a vast impact on children’s music learning. 
From a personal standpoint, the most important phrase in the last sentence is “quality of 
relationships” and I was tempted to even highlight the word ‘quality’ in the text here. After 
talking to the musicians who shared their stories with me, it is clear that although there 
were some difficult relationships that had to be negotiated, there were also valuable and 
respected associations in each journey that had supported the growth of a passion for 
music. 
   
Colvin (2008) posed the question, “Where does the passion come from?” (p. 187). Even 
though he admits that the answer might be infinitely deep and beyond analysis, he found 
that most current research implicates intrinsic motivation as a dominant feature because 
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“nothing could make someone endure the pain and sacrifice of deliberate practice for 
decades unless that person carried his own compulsion to do it” (p. 188). Some extrinsic 
motivation such as constructive feedback and praise, from a trusted person like parents 
and teachers or awards for high achievement, may help to reinforce intrinsic motivation, 
but rewards alone are not enough. After the initial stages of learning an instrument, the 
ideal outcome is that students eventually become responsible for their own motivation 
and set their own goals (Bloom, 1985). After the preliminary phases of learning the violin, 
I would say that my motivation to make music became an intrinsic one quite quickly, and 
after talking to the six musicians for this project, I am confident to say that they felt the 
same way. No one recalled losing the will to make music even though there may have 
been difficulties to overcome. No one talked about being forced to practice or being 
admonished for not succeeding. Instead, they all spoke about a gentle support that 
carried them through tough times and doubt, and in the previous chapter I identified that 
my storytellers had not felt any pressure from family members to succeed beyond their 
abilities. None of the people featured here became famous performers, but everyone has 
excelled in the field of music that they chose to pursue, and I will document more about 
those journeys in this chapter. 
 
Young musicians have to negotiate a lot of relationships from the very start of their 
journey. They come into contact with a series of instrumental teachers in one-to-one and 
group lesson situations, as well as classroom music teachers, ensemble teachers within 
and outside the school environment, and peers.  Due to the multifaceted nature of 
student experience, and the valuable content of the musicians’ stories, I have chosen to 
further subdivide this chapter into three subthemes: music education and support for 
developing musicians, wherein I will look at the school contexts in which the storytellers 
were developing their musicianship; relationships with teachers, which relates specifically 
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to instrumental development; and music in the community in which I write about the 
organisations such as youth music groups that played important roles in fostering musical 
interest and development.  
 
6.1.i Music Education and support for developing musicians  
Access to developmentally appropriate music education in Australian schools is 
unpredictable, and despite attempts to standardize curricula through the introduction of the 
Australian Curriculum (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, n.d.), 
the types and amount of music education that is offered is variable. The parents of many 
of the children that I have taught privately have initiated extra-curricular music activities 
such as early childhood music classes, choir, and violin lessons because in many cases 
the school that their child attended didn’t offer a consistent music education program. As I 
reflected on what my storytellers had told me I became aware of the differences in the 
music education pathways that each one had followed.   
 
Helen and I attended the same school in Brisbane from grade one to grade twelve, and 
while it offered an excellent education in general, neither of us had classroom music 
lessons. I can recall attempts at group music making in the lower primary school classes 
where on Friday afternoons all of the children would form a percussion band and make a 
lot of noise. I’m not sure now that one could call that activity, music, but it was a lot of fun 
and a way to let off steam after being repressed all week. There was also a choir that I 
loved to be in because I got to wear a pretty dress when we performed, but I can’t 
remember anything that we sang. Helen remembered singing in class but no formal 
music lessons until she started to learn the cello. As we reminisced further we thought 
that perhaps the singing might actually have been hymns that we had to learn to sing at 
Mass and not singing that was part of an educational program. Music wasn’t a school 
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subject in Queensland then so the only way to take music as a senior subject was to pass 
the AMEB grade six exam on your chosen instrument together with grade five AMEB 
theory. Helen and I both followed that path and we remembered that there would be so 
many girls at our school doing exams that the AMEB would send the examiners to the 
school rather than have everyone go to their tiny premises in the city. There was an 
orchestra and a choir at school that between them rehearsed five lunch hours per week 
and so we both felt that the school valued music and supported our involvement, but only 
in so much as it was an extra-curricular activity.  
 
Jim attended an established boys’ school from year four, and even though he is seven 
years younger than me, music education was still not a recognised school subject. He 
loved being in the choir though and was at the head of the queue whenever auditions for 
the school musical were announced. He told me a story, that I re-told in chapter four, 
about how he almost missed out on being in the choir at school and he wondered if, as a 
year four boy, how different things might have been had he been rejected and stopped 
singing. I hadn’t been aware of that story previously, and hearing Jim talk about his 
experience reinforced my philosophy of inclusiveness in choirs for young people. In the 
thirteen years that I directed the Melodic Minors Children’s Choir, a choir for five to ten 
year olds at Young Conservatorium, I never auditioned the children. It meant that I had to 
work hard with sometimes undeveloped and unmatched voices but I am proud to say that 
it was one of the most successful music education projects that I have been involved 
with. I also didn’t break any little person’s musical heart by telling them that they couldn’t 
sing. Since the time when my siblings and I were in school in the 1960s and 1970s, both 
of the colleges that we attended have developed diverse and highly regarded music 
programs in line with changes in education policy.  
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David, who is the youngest person I interviewed, went to school in regional Queensland 
in the 1970s and 1980s and I was expecting him to tell me about the comprehensive 
music education that he had received. However, there were still no classroom music 
lessons available to him, but when he was in year four he was able to take advantage of 
the free instrumental music lessons that the Queensland Education Department 
(Education Queensland) offered. The instrumental program was a pioneering initiative 
that gave a large number of children the opportunity to learn a musical instrument within 
the state school system and it is still the envy of schools in all other Australian states and 
territories. David expressed the view that, had it not been for the free program, he may 
never have taken up the violin.  
 
Géza’s story was very different. Now comes a very important thing, he said as we were 
talking. We Hungarians, in spite of the terrible political situation, we had wonderful 
(strongly emphasised) music education. Kodály was living and he gave us music. Every 
school in Hungary was a musical school. Géza remembered having three or four 
classroom music lessons every week and singing in a choir with a very accomplished 
conductor. He remembered that he thought it was like a paradise to be living music nearly 
every day. It was the 1950s and the rest of the world hadn’t caught up with Kodály’s 
philosophy of music education that he had been developing as a long-term project since 
before World War Two. His philosophy was based on the premise that ‘music is for 
everyone’, and singing was the basic currency of its execution because Kodály believed 
that everyone could learn to sing. The really innovative feature of the plan was that every 
kindergarten teacher was given a very thorough music education, so even in the smallest 
village when children went to kindergarten, there was a well-educated music teacher 
there. Kodály, who was a composer, wrote little nursery songs for the children to sing. Do 
you know the ‘333 Exercises’? Géza asked me. I nodded yes because the songs from 
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that book (Kodály, 2004) are used widely in Kodály-based music programs, and I think 
that I have worn out several copies of it over the years. As Géza explained, Our best poet 
wrote the texts for them, and I know half of them by heart still. I used a lot of the melodies 
in the Colourstrings© books. I too have memorised those little melodies, with English 
translations, so that I can teach them to my Colourstrings™ students. 
 
After 1945 in Hungary, when music in schools could resume in earnest, instrumental 
teaching was also restructured to become a continuation of the music education that was 
occurring in the classroom (Szőnyi 1971). Kodály intended that no instrument should be 
introduced before the inner ear and musical literacy had been established. "Literacy is 
taken to the instrument and not acquired on it" (Choksy, Abramson, Gillespie, Woods & 
York 2001, p. 338), and while not always achievable in twenty-first century practice, most 
instrumental teachers would still view this as the ideal context for beginner instrumental 
lessons. In Hungary, Kodály's principles for general music education were integrated into 
the instrumental teaching schedule: "The material that the children had learnt to solmize 
(sing using solfa syllables) with note names and text was incorporated by the planners of 
the musical instruments schools into their teaching schedule, and it is with this that they 
began to teach instrument playing" (Szőnyi 1971, p. 25). Géza said emphatically, The 
music was very high quality, very high quality! And plus we had the fantastic folk tradition. 
What this has done for us. That was extraordinary. This is the reason so many, many, 
many good musicians came from Hungary. It wasn't until after the 1962 International 
Society for Music Education (ISME) Congress in Budapest that musicians outside 
Hungary were given a glimpse of the amazing music revolution that had been taking 
place in the schools and teaching studios there. Kodály’s philosophy was taken up 
enthusiastically all over the world. 
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Csaba enjoyed the same rich music education as his brother but he didn’t expand on it 
very much during our conversation. He had been listening in the background when I was 
talking to Géza and so when I asked him about music when he was at school he said, 
“Géza already told. It’s good”. He agreed, however, that he had been privileged to have 
had such an extraordinary experience as a young boy. Both Csaba and Géza had private 
instrumental lessons outside of school eventually, but the quality of the music education 
that they had on almost a daily basis complemented that learning even though the 
connection may not have been obvious. The other musicians that I interviewed didn’t 
have that kind of support in their younger years, but the gap was secured somewhat 
through private tuition and self-directed study. Géza left Hungary in 1970 and began to 
develop his music program in Finland. He told me, Actually, when I went to the west, and 
I was quite young, I realised that something is lacking here. Music education, they 
consider it as a plus and not as a vital importance. I felt, wow, what a privilege I had in my 
poor country. What I have got is very important for a whole life. 
 
I, too, received a privileged music education from Zoltan Kodály because good education 
has a multigenerational effect. I have been the beneficiary of Géza and Csaba’s music 
education as they developed the Colourstrings™ curriculum, and I learnt from them. 
David and Helen also studied with both brothers and now teach Colourstrings© as well. 
My violin teacher at the Queensland Conservatorium of Music was Hungarian and he had 
benefitted from Kodály’s reform of music education. He passed that on to me and the 
hundreds of students he taught. Later, and as a postgraduate student, I was given the 
opportunity to further my music education at the Zoltan Kodály Pedagogical Institute in 
Kesçkemet in Hungary, and I learnt from people who had been taught by Kodály. I 
imagine Zoltan Kodály as my musical grandfather and I would like that line to continue 
through my teaching.  
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6.1.ii Relationships with teachers  
I was reading chapter two of Richard Gill’s book (2012) in which he writes about his early 
education. He called the chapter, “Hail Mary Full of Grapes” (p. 12), a reference to his 
Catholic education and to his misunderstanding of a lot of things he experienced at the two 
Catholic schools he attended. I had asked Richard when I ran into him at Adelaide airport 
in 2013 if I could interview him for my PhD research. In usual Richard-style he said, “No, 
buy my book.” I did, and I thoroughly enjoyed reading it because so many of his 
experiences paralleled mine, particularly in relation to our Catholic education and the 
affection that we both formed for church music when we were quite young. The writing is 
very entertaining also because Richard has a flamboyant and colourful style, which he 
says comes from his love of poetry, something that he shared with his father. I had only 
got as far as page fourteen when I read, “Sister Mary Rita, may she have her own special 
oven in Lucifer’s kitchen” (p. 14). Did he really say that? I read it again and yes, he did. 
Even for Richard, I thought that the statement was too candid for a published book. At first 
I was affronted, and then I thought that perhaps I should feel troubled that he had 
published something so offensive about a nun. I must admit that my next reaction was to 
have a good laugh, and then I realised something. He had endured exactly the same kind 
of teaching that I had experienced when I was a young violin student, and he had 
courageously written about it. It was a cathartic moment for me.   
 
I have already written in this thesis about the misery of my violin lessons. There were two 
’music nuns’ at my school who not only instilled fear in every music student, but also in 
other staff members, including I suspect, the principal. The two of them, who are still a 
topic of conversation when old girls get together, seemed to control the whole school with 
what I see now as appalling behaviour. The fact that everyone was subjected to their 
angry outbursts made it normal in some strange way. One taught the violin and 
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conducted the orchestra, and the other taught cello and conducted the choir, and so once 
you were a proficient player or singer there was no escaping them. Well, I thought there 
was no choice. Helen, like me, remembered having a blissful time as a beginner student 
and then, as she progressed on the cello, she was handed over to ’Sister Mary Cello’ 
who she recollected used to hit her. Maybe it was because she was my younger sister 
and had seen what I had put up with, or that she wanted to progress faster, but by the 
end of year nine she had convinced our parents to let her have lessons outside of the 
school. We had both joined the youth orchestra by then and that had revealed a whole 
other world of music outside the school walls that I write about in the next part of this 
chapter.  
 
Helen’s happiest memory of music was starting to learn the cello when she was in grade 
three. She had begun learning the piano prior to that but her beginning cello lessons are 
the ones that are etched in her memory as the most enjoyable. We had a lovely time. We 
had group cello lessons, we had parties. The cellos had names. I have distinct memories 
of those times. A very pleasurable, fun thing. I have no idea whether my teacher could 
actually play the cello but it was all good. She added after a moment of silence, It was 
later that things got bad. I had also learnt the piano first and I continued doing that when I 
started learning the violin in a group taught by one of the younger nuns at the school. I 
went on to have individual lessons with her for about two years and I remember her and 
the lessons with great affection. Helen’s new cello teacher from grade ten onwards had 
been a tutor at a state music camp that she attended. It was only after she started 
learning from Mr. Stott that she realised that music could actually be a career choice and 
that she wanted to keep playing the cello. The intrinsic motivation that I wrote about 
earlier had obviously taken over by then because it wasn’t easy for Helen to get to the 
lessons. She had to go after school, catch the bus to an unfamiliar suburb carrying her 
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cello and a school bag, and then get herself home after the lesson. She persevered 
because she was enjoying it so much. The bonus was that she wasn’t afraid of her 
teacher anymore.  
 
When I sat down to talk with Carmen I was surprised to hear from her that she, and her 
sister Connie, had suffered the same kind of undesirable teaching as Helen and I had. It 
was a painful experience because she would, you know, use the ruler to hit the fingers, 
pull the ears, mmm. You know, I actually said to Mum not long ago, you know Mum, you 
could have stopped us from going. Why didn’t you? Like a lot of parents who haven’t 
learnt a musical instrument, Carmen’s mother explained that at the time she thought the 
piano teacher was a good one because both girls were progressing so well, but now she 
understands that maybe she should have found someone else to teach them. It was also 
another time when parents would not have challenged the teacher, and I know that my 
mother would not have questioned the nuns who taught me. Despite the fact that my 
mother knew what my teacher was like, she never discussed the issue with me even 
when I was an adult. I have speculated since that perhaps her piano lessons had been 
similar and so, from her point of view, there hadn’t been any reason to talk about it. There 
may also have been a financial or logistical barrier to finding a teacher outside of the 
school, and perhaps she didn’t want me to stop playing. I don’t know, and I wish I still had 
the opportunity to ask her. Carmen wondered why she stayed with the same unpleasant 
teacher for eight years. How stupid is that? she said. She prompted me to think again of 
my own situation. For a long time I have been asking myself why I continued with music 
when the experience was so depressing, and it was that narrative which was the agent 
for beginning this research project in the hope of understanding more about individual 
motivations for continued engagement with music.  
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Carmen had thought about it too and she provided some insight that was very useful for 
my understanding as well. For some reason it did not decrease my passion for it (playing 
the piano) or my love for practice. I think it’s because there was so much enjoyment at 
home. I thought, I can put up with that for half an hour or so, that’s OK. Mum always had 
treats for us at the end of the lesson. It might be an ice cream or something like that. It 
was that that encouraged us. Carmen also had her sister who was going through the 
same experience as she was. They supported each other, and created their own fun at 
home, practising, playing and inventing performances. Carmen added, and piano lessons 
was the only place, the only (emphasised) place, the only time I had that sort of abuse. A 
lot of musicians talk about the loneliness of learning a musical instrument, especially an 
instrument like the piano where it tends to be that you play on your own. With other 
instrumentalists there comes a time when you can play in a band or an orchestra and 
have sympathetic peers, but pianists are more isolated. Carmen was fortunate to have a 
built-in partner.  
 
The Szilvay brothers also experienced the camaraderie of making music with their 
siblings. Together with their older sister (piano) and younger brother (violin) they formed a 
Baroque quartet that played chamber music together under the direction of their father. 
The quartet played regularly for guests at their home and Csaba joked that they 
eventually had fewer and fewer guests because they had to listen to the four of them play 
when anyone visited. That wasn’t true, of course, and the quartet became famous in 
Hungary after winning numerous music competitions. They also travelled abroad to 
perform as a result of their success at home. I said to Csaba, “I remember being invited 
to people’s homes when I lived in Keçskemet. There was always music and everyone 
performed, even the guests. The families were poor financially, but they had a rich 
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cultural life.” He said, it is somehow a tradition in cultural families, and in our family, music 
was the centrum.   
 
Helen and I didn’t play music together at home probably because there was a larger age 
gap between us and we didn’t have access to any suitable musical materials for violin 
and cello. However, there was a kinship in that our experiences and activities were 
similar. There is one thing though that all terrified students have in common, and that is 
that they are driven by fear. They practise, and if they continue, they often play well. It 
doesn’t work for everybody, and it’s certainly not a lesson that I want to pass on. Helen 
made a good point when she observed that perhaps teachers who have to adopt such 
punitive teaching methods are hiding the fact that they don’t really know how to teach, or 
that they just don’t like what they are doing. Carmen also made an observation about her 
teacher, I think this piano teacher didn’t like teaching. So why did she do it? Maybe it was 
all she could do. I think she’s correct. 
 
Géza knew that he would learn the violin because his father had planned it. His sister 
was already learning the piano and Csaba, the cello. I knew that the next year I will be 
given a violin and I don’t remember did I wait with enthusiasm but I knew that, how do 
you say, it is inevitable (laughing). Csaba had started learning the cello from his father 
before he went to school, and then with a teacher at the Buda Academy when he was 
about seven years old. Géza was the same age when he started having violin lessons at 
his school. Géza said, I was not asked to be a violinist. I knew that the violin is waiting for 
me. So it was given for us these roles and to say we obeyed, it was natural for us. Yes, I’ll 
do it, and later on I never questioned.  
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David was just a little bit older when he started learning the violin at school and he also 
accepted and didn’t question the decision that had been made for him. He then made the 
most of the opportunity that had been made available. Helen and I couldn’t remember 
asking to learn an instrument either, but neither of us remembers saying that we didn’t 
want to. Carmen, on the other hand, had asked to learn the piano after hearing her 
neighbours playing, however, her sister Connie started because it was convenient for 
both girls to go to the same teacher. Despite the differences Connie made music her 
career also. Conversely, Jim, who resisted efforts to get him to learn the piano when he 
was in primary school, chose an instrument for himself when he was eighteen. Thinking 
about variations in the circumstances under which each of us began to learn to play an 
instrument lead me to think that one of the important factors for successful musical 
engagement is simply being given the opportunity to do so. Regardless of other 
circumstances, if a child is offered the opportunity to learn a musical instrument, they 
have a choice about continuing or not. If they are not given an opportunity to engage with 
music, they have no options. The free instrumental music program that is offered in 
Queensland schools at least gives children the opportunity to try a musical instrument.  
 
David had shown some interest in the violin and then was given the opportunity to try it at 
school. As I mentioned previously, he started learning in the instrumental program at his 
school but, as often happens in such programs, when he showed that he was interested 
and he started progressing quickly, he was referred to a private teacher outside the 
school. He warmly remembers the lessons with Mrs. Green and said, that’s probably 
where my musical consciousness starts. I certainly know that I lapped up everything she 
said. Stories about her life, her career, and from then on how well I played mattered to 
me, and the violin at least really started to matter to me. However, a short while later 
when David was in grade nine, his family transferred from Rockhampton to Townsville. 
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When he told me the name of his new teacher I couldn’t believe the coincidence. His 
teacher and I had studied at the Queensland Conservatorium at the same time and I 
wrote about that close connection in chapter four. I wondered if she had adopted any of 
the Kodály principles that we had learnt when she was teaching David. He wasn’t sure, 
but he was surprised to hear that she had studied with a Kodály-trained teacher because, 
in another twist, he now holds an Australian Kodály Certificate and all of his teaching is 
underpinned by the principles of Kodály’s philosophy of music education.  
 
David remembered that his new teacher wasn’t as kind or friendly as Mrs. Green, but he 
did say that she was very thorough. He recalled an ‘ah-ha’ moment that he had when he 
was learning from her that changed the way he interacted with music for the rest of his 
life. There was a piece of music on the table and I was looking at it and I said to her, how 
does this go? She said, you mean you can’t hear it? It surprised me that you would be 
able to hear the music and when I realised I couldn’t do it, I was almost angry. Since he 
hadn’t encountered the notion of being able to hear the music without playing it, David 
presumed that it must be something that people are born being able to do and that he 
had missed out on this skill. He had never had any structured theory lessons but he 
realised that it was something that was important to embrace. David decided to teach 
himself how to hear what he could see, and see what he could hear. His insight in 
realising that the skill of ‘inner hearing’ was vastly significant, and then in devising a way 
to teach himself to do it, is remarkable considering he was only thirteen at the time. So 
gradually, bit by bit, I taught myself to hear, and then I could imagine the music without 
playing it first. That changed everything about the way I interact with music. 
  
I have mentioned previously that Csaba learnt from his father before he went to school, 
but the new teacher that he went to was considered to be the best one in Budapest at the 
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time. A wonderful cello teacher that I have got, a charming, wonderful man. He gave 
Csaba extra lessons on Sundays, and Géza would go with him and listen to everything 
he had to say. It was beautiful, he said. When the Philharmonic Orchestra appointed a 
new musical director who was a cellist and a specialist in playing Bach, Dr. Szilvay 
arranged for him to come to their home to teach Csaba. The chamber music professors 
from various Hungarian music academies would also visit the Szilvay home to work with 
their quartet. I said to Csaba, “What a privileged environment in which to learn an 
instrument”, and he replied, It was special but we didn’t make too much of it. Mama 
always had an open door and the house was full of people.  
 
I was surprised to find out that Géza received two individual violin lessons every week for 
the whole of his school life. It was a huge advantage that was the typical arrangement for 
all students learning a musical instrument in Hungary at that time, even for a boy of 
seven. Géza and I started talking about the content of his lessons because I was 
interested to know if the skills that he learnt in his solfege lessons and in school music 
lessons were integrated with instrumental teaching in the 1950s when he was learning. 
He said, I see now, not at the time, that there was a friction between the solfege teacher, 
the classroom teacher, and the instrumental teacher. I worked out now that the solfege 
teacher, and the classroom teacher were fully trained in Kodály and the instrumental 
teachers were not. Although Géza obviously benefitted from his general music education, 
the connection between that and his violin tuition was not made overt, and possibly not 
understood by the instrumental teachers. I noticed the same thing when I visited schools 
in Hungary in 1980. Even though published materials claim that instrumental teaching 
was a continuation of the music education that was occurring in the classroom (Szőnyi, 
1971), it wasn’t apparent to me. The same is evident in Australian schools, which have 
advanced Kodály-based music education programs but the instrumental teachers are 
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oblivious to the marvellous resource that is available to them and their students. Even 
amongst string teachers, there has been resistance to the Szilvays’ Colourstrings™ 
program because it requires knowledge of solfege, time names and the associated 
symbols and they are not equipped to accommodate those skills. Too often teachers 
replicate their own experience of being a student instead of seeking new ways to teach. 
Géza said, It is only Csaba and me that made the meeting of solfege together with the 
violin. When I realised, Oh, what I am doing is now solfege on the violin, it gave me more 
responsibility to do it. All of my storytellers have taught music during their careers, but 
Géza and Csaba together have dedicated their lives to creating a method of teaching that 
both combines and celebrates the best parts of their music education. 
   
Jim’s story was different from the others and that’s why it’s important to tell it here. He 
didn’t start learning the organ until he was eighteen, and at that age he chose the 
instrument and the teacher for himself. I would say that even now Jim is a self-directed 
person with boundless enthusiasm for the things that he chooses to do. He had 
previously tried learning the piano, with at least three different teachers, but he had given 
up every time and it seemed that he would be the only member of our family, apart from 
our father, who didn’t play a musical instrument. Jim had admired the organ as an 
instrument for a long time and he loved the sounds that it could make, but he thought that 
playing it himself would be unachievable because he lacked the theoretical and technical 
background of others his age. However, there were two serendipitous moments that 
changed his mind.  
 
Electronic organs were used widely in popular music during the 1960s, and by the 1970s 
plug-in keyboard instruments with new technologies were becoming cheaper and were 
commonplace (Théberge, 1997). As a way to sell more instruments, especially to 
 186 
 
amateur musicians, companies were looking for ways to make playing keyboard 
instruments easier and the ‘single finger chord’ function became refined enough to be 
featured in new instruments. By using this function, the player could perform a simple 
melody with the right hand and use the left hand to play chords just by playing one key. 
So-called real musicians scoffed at the crude device that didn’t require music reading 
skills or keyboard technique, but amateurs loved it. The first eye-opener for Jim was 
when he visited a classmate’s home and his friend played the organ for him using the 
new function. He sat down and played recognisable, popular music very (emphasised) 
easily, and I loved the sound. When I saw that someone who was a peer of mine, and 
who hadn’t had music lessons could do it so easily, then it was possible for me. The other 
encounter that lead Jim to start having organ lessons was a class trip to Brisbane City 
Hall to hear two of the best organists in Brisbane play the huge City Hall organ. Robert 
Boughen and Geoffrey Cox played a range of different kinds of music but Jim said, 
listening to Geoff Cox play “In the Mood” on that amazing instrument stands out in my 
memory. Even though his school didn’t have a formal music education program, this 
school excursion to a musical event had a lasting effect on Jim’s musical development.  
 
Jim loved the approach that his organ teacher took, and I assume that communication 
was easier because Jim was older. His teacher was a well-known theatre organist who 
performed all around Brisbane and he even played regularly on television, something that 
was a measure of esteem in 1978. As a result, his knowledge and command of repertoire 
was extensive and entertaining. Jim recalled that his teacher would always begin his 
lessons with a performance of some of the latest music that he was learning. William’s 
tactic in teaching Jim was to be flexible, a very enlightened move considering that Jim 
was a teenager who had abandoned previous attempts to learn an instrument. He gave 
Jim a lot of choice in the selection of repertoire and consequently Jim loved all of the 
 187 
 
music that he was given to learn. There wasn’t an emphasis on having to understand all 
of the theory at first, and Jim was allowed to explore the keyboard and the sounds and 
learn aurally to start with. Wilbur just wove the theory into the lessons and it was a very 
natural part of playing each piece of music. It wasn’t until Jim started teaching the organ 
to other students that he realised how much he really knew. Jim is an excellent sight-
reader now, but he also improvises with ease which might be a result of being 
encouraged to experiment with harmonies and combinations of sound. You know Jude, 
he said, I can remember the first time I played a four note chord with my right hand and 
with a particular sound combination and I went, ah, this is it. This is what I’ve been trying 
to achieve. That’s what I wanted to do. There’s that sound. And he had found it for 
himself.  
 
6.1.iii Music in community settings  
I was concerned about using the word ‘community’ here because it’s such a difficult word 
to define and even more difficult when it is used in relation to the word music. What is 
community music? I have always used the word simply to differentiate between people 
who get paid to play music (professional), and those who don’t. However, I have 
increasingly come across interpretations that lean towards judging the quality of the output 
rather than the constitution of the membership, and there is a presumption that community 
music making is inferior to professional output. That may be the case depending on the 
underlying purpose and goals of each group, but it’s not a general rule. I went to the 
thesaurus that is built into Microsoft Word to see if I could find a better alternative. I found 
several adjectival meanings of the word: ‘public’, that wasn’t the word I wanted, and it 
reminded me of ‘public toilet’; ‘civic’, not much better; ‘free’, the community music groups 
that I have participated in certainly weren’t free; ‘unrestricted’, normally not the case as 
members often require specific skills and entry is usually by audition. I scrolled down the 
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results in the thesaurus and found the nouns ‘group’, and ‘society’, and while those words 
are used in relation to music, they still didn’t give the meaning that I was looking for. 
‘People’ came closer to what I think of when I imagine community music making but ‘The 
Brisbane People Choir’ doesn’t really work either. ‘Kinship’, and ‘unity’ came closest to 
expressing what I think of when I imagine a community music group, and that is what I 
heard over and over in the conversations I had with my friends who are featured in this 
research.  
 
If it wasn’t for youth orchestra I would have given up, was what Helen said when I asked 
her if there had been anything in particular that had convinced her to become a musician. 
She was referring to the QYO in Brisbane that was founded by John Curro AM MBE who, 
as well as several other honours, was a recipient of a Queensland Greats Award in 2016 
for his outstanding dedication and contribution to the state and for shaping community. It 
couldn’t have gone to anyone more deserving. I’ve lost count of the number of people I 
have met who have expressed the same sentiment as Helen, and I feel exactly the same 
way. If it hadn’t been for John Curro, I wouldn’t have chosen a career in music. The QYO 
organisation currently offers three symphony orchestras, a string ensemble, a wind 
symphony, a wind ensemble, and a big band (Queensland Youth Orchestras n.d.), but in 
1966 when it was formed, there was one orchestra and John wasn’t sure how long it 
would last. In 2016, when QYO celebrated its fiftieth anniversary, the Queensland 
Performing Arts Centre concert hall was booked out, and one hundred and seventy 
alumni formed an orchestra to play under the baton of John Curro again. If the stage had 
been able to accommodate it, there would have been even more people in the orchestra. 
The players, many of whom are now professional musicians, had come from all over 
Australia and the rest of the world. It was an overwhelming endorsement of the valuable 
music education that the organisation affords all of its members.  
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I joined QYO in 1969, towards the end of year eleven, and Helen joined the following 
year. I think I went along to Youth Orchestra because you started, Helen commented, 
and Mum saw it as being a good thing, so she suggested that I should go too. We had 
both been playing in our school orchestra since primary school but, to be honest it wasn’t 
challenging, but at least it gave us an opportunity to mix with other students who also 
played orchestral instruments. The school orchestra didn’t play ‘real’ music either, 
because the conductor often chose arrangements of composed music, and not original 
works. It was probably due to the fact that our school group wasn’t a full symphony 
orchestra and there were quite a few instruments missing. For example, it was 
considered un-ladylike to play brass instruments so we didn’t have any of those in our 
orchestra. Furthermore, to make sure that we didn’t embarrass the school at the annual 
awards ceremony, we rehearsed the same four pieces from early February to the end of 
November to make sure that they were good enough. I don’t think I really minded 
because I still got to play music with my friends, but we were all in a big ‘bubble’ in 
comparison to how the actual music world worked. I had never, in fact, done a music 
audition before applying for QYO because my teacher was the conductor of the school 
orchestra and she knew how I played. She used to organise the seating in the string 
section according to the results of the latest AMEB exams and with no consideration of 
what you might be able to contribute as an ensemble player, or whether you might have 
qualities that would make you a good section leader. You just had to wait for the girls in 
front of you to graduate from school before you could progress. 
  
The Youth Orchestra provided a very different experience. John Curro chose major works 
for the orchestra, and within a short period of time we had played symphonies, overtures, 
and concertos by well-known composers such as by Mahler, Tchaikovsky, Berlioz, 
Haydn, and so on. The music was difficult and there was a lot of it, and as positions in the 
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orchestra were competitive, you really had to practise the music parts. We performed 
often and we started to travel within Australia and overseas. We played anywhere from a 
barn structure in outback Queensland to a piazza in Rome, or a thousand seats’ theatre 
in Switzerland. At the time I was still learning the violin at school, but as I had never had 
any music history lessons, John became my teacher in terms of understanding the 
structures and the history of the repertoire we were playing, and I’m not sure how I would 
have managed when I enrolled at the conservatorium if I hadn’t had the benefit of John’s 
teaching beforehand. Perhaps my lack of contextual knowledge was the reason why I 
hadn’t considered a career in music prior to joining the Youth Orchestra. I’m not sure. I 
just remember that I loved the experience of playing high quality music with enthusiastic 
friends and a charismatic conductor. As an added bonus, John never lost his temper and 
so you expected to enjoy going to rehearsals. I have tried to replicate that sense of 
acceptance, safety, and enjoyment that I experienced with ensembles that I have 
subsequently conducted. A passing of the baton, in a sense. Helen summed it up when 
she said, there was a real sense of achievement in what we were doing.  
 
I wrote previously about the importance of the social environment and support for 
developing musicians, and in the youth orchestra movement which is worldwide, 
friendships are like a glue that keeps the orchestra together and ensures that young 
people return year after year. I spent six years in QYO and Helen, seven. In fact, she met 
her future husband in QYO. Having been at the same school since grade one, Helen and 
I enjoyed the diversity of the people we met in the orchestra and we still have friends that 
we met all those years ago. Even though we were all competing for leadership positions, 
or trying to get an ‘outside chair’ (it was more prestigious to be seated on the right-hand 
side of the music stand closest to the audience, or the left-hand side if you were a cellist), 
I don’t remember any bullying or nastiness amongst the musicians. No one was 
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complacent though and if you missed out on your desired position in the seating plan, you 
went home and practised more because there was always open and honest feedback, 
and you knew that there would be another chance to progress. The camaraderie seemed 
to come from being focused on the same goal, which was about the quality of the 
combined performance and not about individual contributions.  
 
Playing in an instrumental ensemble or singing in a choir is a team activity, and for 
instrumentalists who are necessarily trained with the mindset of becoming a soloist, 
ensembles can provide valuable lessons in social cohesion and responsibility in the same 
way that being part of a sporting team might achieve a similar outcome. However, having 
been a member of numerous ensembles over my musical lifetime, I need to qualify that 
statement to add that the types of outcomes that result from ensemble membership are 
very much dependent on the quality of the leadership of the group. Helen and I started 
talking about what made John Curro’s leadership so successful. Helen said, He was such 
a good musician himself that you always trusted that he knew what he was doing. I 
nodded in agreement and added, I think we all respected him for that reason and do you 
remember, he was always so well prepared. If he wasn’t sure about something, he’d say 
so and then go and work it out. Yeah, but he also respected us. There was a wide age 
range but he treated everyone as if they had something to contribute. You knew where 
you stood with him. When we had a break, he would hang around with us and chat. We 
were aware that John, and many others, sacrificed a considerable amount of their 
personal time to make QYO successful but it wasn’t about self-aggrandisement. It was 
about creating a space in which to make great music. Helen and I both reflected on what 
a wonderful gift that had been for a group of uncertain teenagers.  
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When Carmen heard that her local youth orchestra in Singapore needed double bass 
players she and her sister Connie immediately started having bass lessons so that they 
could audition. They were only twelve and thirteen years old at the time but being able to 
read the bass clef, and having a strong work ethic was a distinct advantage and they 
were both successful. As pianists their musical life had been rather isolating and the 
youth orchestra gave both of them the social context for making music that had been 
missing. By the time Carmen left Singapore to study in America, she felt that performing 
and travelling with the orchestra had helped to build her confidence for the big adjustment 
that she had to make in going to study in a new country. Connie was so encouraged by 
her orchestral experience that she decided to take up the bass and the cello as her 
principal instruments, and she went on to study at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music 
and to play the cello professionally. In 1972, the Queensland Youth Orchestra was the 
first Australian group to be invited to take part in the International Festival of Youth 
Orchestras (IFYO) in Lausanne, Switzerland. Helen and I were in QYO when it 
participated in that event, and for two girls who had never left Australia before, the 
experience was truly life changing both musically and personally and the performance 
opportunities confirmed, for me at least, my desire to keep playing the violin even though 
I had chosen to become a classroom music teacher by then. Coincidentally, Carmen and 
Connie played with the Singapore Youth Orchestra at a subsequent youth orchestra 
festival in Rome ten years later.  
 
After David’s family relocated to Townsville he joined the Townsville Youth Orchestra 
when he was in year ten. I can remember touring there with QYO about ten years before 
that to support the formation of the Townsville group. David also played at church every 
week, and in his school orchestra which he started conducting because the school music 
teacher didn’t want to. We both wondered if that would happen now, but for David, it was 
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an outstanding opportunity to develop conducting skills. He hadn’t had any conducting 
lessons but he didn’t question the teacher’s decision, and apparently neither did his fellow 
students. He even arranged pieces of music for the orchestra to play, and his voice still 
had that element of surprise in it as he talked about it with me and reminisced about 
being in such an unusual circumstance. In an interesting twist though, David became part 
of the QYO network later when he moved to Brisbane to study medicine. As QYO allowed 
members to stay in the orchestra until they were twenty-three, David had planned to join 
when he arrived in Brisbane as an eighteen year old. However, when he read the 
application form it stated that you had to have your teacher’s signature in order to apply, 
and as he didn’t have a teacher, he didn’t apply. He laughed when he said, Later when I 
told that to John Curro he said, ‘stupid boy!’ Instead David went to every QYO concert 
while he was at medical school, and he would attend rehearsals and watch John 
whenever he could. David started conducting two church choirs and through that he 
received increasing numbers of invitations to direct other ensembles. Eventually he was 
invited to conduct one of the QYO orchestras. 
 
In this section I have concentrated on the motivating influence of being a member of a 
youth orchestra because it was a theme that arose out of conversations that I had with 
Helen, Carmen, and David. From a personal point of view, my involvement with QYO was 
pivotal in my decision to become a musician, and so I decided that it was important to 
discuss it here. However, youth orchestras are not the only community music groups that 
are available to young people who are seeking extra-curricular music making. Each 
person that I spoke with for this research talked about participating in some kind of 
community music activity when they were young, and all of them are still involved either 
as a member or a director of a music group. Jim sang in a choir from primary school 
onwards, and as a teenager he joined a musical theatre group. He and Carmen sang in 
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an adult choir for some years, and they are both currently members of a ukulele club 
because they love having a musical outlet away from their work commitments. Géza and 
Csaba sang in choirs and played in orchestras and smaller ensembles in their youth and 
subsequently they went on to found and direct the Helsinki Junior Strings (now known as 
Helsinki Strings) that became one of the premier string ensembles in the world, offering 
group music making to several more generations of young musicians. David sang in 
choirs and played in orchestras from a young age and he became an esteemed choral 
and instrumental conductor. He currently conducts Newcastle Strings, a string orchestra 
for young people in the Hunter Valley, New South Wales. For me, I can’t imagine not 
singing and I have been a member of one particular choir for twenty-five years.  
 
However, my storytellers also spoke about another kind of community music making that 
I hadn’t considered when conceptualizing this research. They told stories about the music 
they had made or the music they had heard through involvement with their church. I didn’t 
ask Géza about church music because I wasn’t sure whether it was an appropriate thing 
to inquire about. I knew that his family had been Catholic but when he was growing up 
the Communist government prohibited people from attending church services, and so I 
presumed that because of the danger, there would have been no church services to 
attend. Instead, I had asked him whether he remembered singing together with his 
siblings and parents at home. He said, No, I don’t remember that we were singing 
together, and then, after a moment, he remembered that he had sung at church. That 
was a musical experience. I must have looked surprised because he went on to explain 
that in Budapest they had underground or secret churches and although there was a risk, 
his family felt strongly enough that they insisted on attending Mass. He paused again 
recalling the memory after so many years. Then he added, At the church there was a sort 
of feeling that we are belonging to each other, a certain fear, but a certain wonderful 
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feeling that we are together. And the music was filling us. Wonderful music! He 
remembered the powerful sound of the bass pedal on the organ and that there had been 
an excellent choir. I remember all of the hymns. They are still all in my ear, and that is 
from before I went to school.  
 
It wasn’t until I was transcribing our discussion that I was able to reflect on what Géza 
had said about his experience of church music and relate it to my memories. My family 
was also Catholic and we attended church every week, if not more often. Our only fear 
about going to church was that we might go to hell if we didn’t go, but I remember looking 
forward to going to Mass because we would all dress up in our best clothes and I loved to 
sing the hymns. Thankfully it was the era when Catholics still sang traditional hymns, the 
ones that are called old-fashioned now. The texts were skilfully written, the melodic 
contour and range were suitable for untrained voices, and when the hymns were sung in 
parts the harmonies gave a real sense of satisfaction. I still have no patience for the 
popular type of hymns that were introduced into the Catholic Church hymn repertoire in 
the 1970s, but that is a topic for a different project. We also sang those old-fashioned 
hymns at school and the sound of hundreds of girls singing together with a full pipe organ 
and the stunning acoustics of our school chapel, was superb.  
 
There was a choir at my parish church, and while it mostly lead the singing of the hymns, 
it would prepare special programs for Christmas and Easter. When I was a young child, 
listening to the choir at church was probably my first experience of hearing male and 
female voices singing in parts. They sang music by Mozart, Haydn, and Handel, but at 
the time, I was enthralled by the harmonies and what I now know is homophonic and 
polyphonic texture. However, to this day, I can’t hear Mozart’s “Ave Maria” without 
recalling the smell of incense! Helen and Jim also grew up with a strong church affiliation. 
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Our mother played the organ for church services and we became adept at turning pages 
for her. Eventually, Helen and Jim found themselves on the organ roster as well. Jim 
became interested in the organ when Mum decided to learn to play so that she could play 
at church. She bought an organ that sat in the lounge room and, of course, everyone 
wanted to play with it because it had all kinds of technological functions. Jim is now a 
sought-after church organist and teacher, and in his business he represents one of the 
biggest digital organ companies in the world. In that role he has helped hundreds of 
church musicians and enthusiastic others to become better organists for the benefit of 
their congregations. 
  
Of all of the people that I interviewed, I expected that David would have stories to tell 
about church music because his father was a church minister. One of his early memories 
was of his father playing through the hymn book on the piano every Saturday so that he 
could choose hymns for the following day. I was impressed that David’s father took the 
time to review the hymns and to choose something appropriate for each service. David 
remembers enjoying singing the hymns at church and one in particular made a huge 
impression on him. It was the very famous “All things Bright and Beautiful”, which is a 
joyful song with a very ‘singable’ melody. David remembered that before he started to 
learn the violin, hymns were the only, and regular, live music making for him and that’s 
probably the case for many musicians. Even Taylor Swift used to revel in singing in 
church well before she started her performing career. She used to like to show off her 
singing skills, and she and her grandmother would turn heads when they out-sang the 
choir every Sunday (Govan, 2012). Once David was a proficient violinist, he played every 
week at church, even for the contemporary music services that the church offered. There 
would be nothing written for the violin and I would end up improvising, and I used to love 
that. When David went to Brisbane to study medicine he found himself filling every spare 
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moment with music, and many of those activities revolved around church music. He sang 
in an a capella vocal group, conducted church choirs, directed the Brisbane Christian 
Chamber Orchestra, and sang in the choir of St John’s Cathedral in Brisbane. It is not 
surprising that he is currently the artistic director of Newcastle’s Christ Church Camerata.  
 
Coda  
I think it’s a natural instinct that musicians want to make music with other musicians and to 
perform for those who want to listen. It’s something that we learn early in life. We might be 
encouraged to sing a little song or play a piece of music for grandma, and to entertain 
visitors who come to our homes. As a result of our music education we might contribute to 
our community by playing or singing at church, or we might add to a special occasion, 
such as a wedding by providing a musical memory for the bride and groom. We are asked 
to make music for school events and to donate our time to promote the work of charitable 
organisations. Music education provides us with a gift that we can offer our respective 
communities. In this chapter, I asked the question, ‘What is community music?’ I have 
given examples of community music in practice, but I haven’t contributed a definition as 
such. The Music Australia website (Music Australia 2018) includes a page devoted to 
community music, and it also asks the question ‘What is community music?’ It offers the 
following focus points: community music is music played in communities. It can be 
recreational, cultural or religious and can embrace any genre, from classical to popular to 
traditional music from diverse cultures. I embrace their idea that everybody has the right 
and ability to make, create and enjoy their own music, and that one of the benefits for 
participants is a strong sense of belonging and connectedness. That is something that I 
heard in the voices of my storytellers. I would simply like to close this chapter by noting 
that, in my experience, communities make music, but music also makes communities.  
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CHAPTER 7: FINDING MEANING IN STORIES: PEAK EXPERIENCES 
 
7.1 Introduction  
I had been talking with David for more than thirty minutes. We had conversed about his 
early memories of music, his family, how he came to learn the violin, his lessons with 
various teachers, and the growth of his love of music. Our conversation had been matter-
of-fact as I asked my prepared questions and David recalled events and experiences. I 
had occasionally queried something he said to make sure that I fully understood his 
perspective, and there had been a few instances when we had chatted spontaneously 
when we both realised that our paths had crossed at some stage, or we discovered that 
we had a friend or colleague in common. Then I heard his voice change. He became more 
animated and his voice was louder as he said, There were a couple of really, really 
extraordinary things that happened. The change in his expression took me by surprise, but 
as he continued to clarify what he meant, I realised that he was describing what Sloboda 
(1991b) called a peak experience in music, “an unusual and deeply rewarding experience 
of a complex emotional/intellectual character” (p. 166).  
 
In chapter two, I described a peak experience of a rewarding nature that influenced my 
passion for church music, and I found that each of the musicians that I spoke to recalled 
similar gratifying incidents that had influenced their involvement with music. In preparation 
for the conversations, I hadn’t constructed a direct question about peak experiences, but 
each person voluntarily recalled events that were significant to them. However, I realised 
after listening to the recollections that, while there were accounts of positive, impactful 
occurrences, I had also been told narratives about events that had been negative to some 
extent. In fact, the stories revealed adverse episodes that had been almost as powerful in 
influencing the future selves of the participants as the positive ones had been. Although 
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Sloboda (1991b) only referred to peak experiences as being rewarding, I also want to 
reveal here the accounts of events that in the first instance seemed to have an adverse 
consequence but that ultimately resulted in a change that was a deeply rewarding one. 
Each person who had gone through a seemingly negative experience described it, in 
hindsight, as a type of ‘wake-up call’ that altered their direction for the better. In the end, 
none of the participants moved away from music but instead they found pathways in music 
that have continued to be immensely satisfying. They found their own sense of meaning 
and significance in relation to their musical lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  
 
7.1.i It lifted me into a different world of experience  
I lived in Townsville for the last three years of high school and during that time a fantastic, 
and very well-known cellist came from London to live there. Her name was Myra 
Henderson and her daughter had grown up with Jacqueline du Pré. For David, who had 
been an avid listener of music for as long as he could remember, that someone in 
Townsville could have a connection to the world-renowned cellist, Jacqueline du Pré, was 
beyond his imagining. David had started to learn the viola, as well as the violin, by then 
and he got to know Mira because she owned a viola that he would borrow for 
performances. She told him that the viola had once been set up as a cello for her own 
daughter and that it was possible that Jacqueline du Pré had actually played it as well.  
 
This gave the instrument a somewhat magical aura. However, the most important thing for 
David was the connection that Mira had to other eminent performers. David chuckled as 
he recalled that it was one great advantage of being a viola player, and we both agreed 
that despite all the jokes that are made about violas and viola players, there are not many 
of them around and subsequently they are always in demand. So, from the age of fifteen, 
David found himself playing chamber music with international guest artists who were 
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visiting Australia for major concert tours, an experience that he conceded would not have 
come his way in a more competitive music environment. It was certainly an amazing 
opportunity to learn from the best in a relatively relaxed situation or as David said, at least 
the others were relaxed! He also recalled an occasion when the head of the string 
department from the Canberra School of Music went to Townsville to examine for the 
AMEB. David did his exam and then the following evening he played the Schubert String 
Quintet with his examiner. I remember because it was the middle of summer and there 
was a big downpour and the frogs on the land outside the house were so loud that we 
could hardly hear ourselves. That was incredible. It really lifted me into a different world of 
experience, and those experiences really mattered to me. 
  
David and I talked about how important it had been to him that these accomplished 
musicians had embraced him as a novice and opened his eyes to the exquisiteness of 
playing chamber music. I remember the first time I played in a string quartet but it wasn’t 
an uplifting experience. All four of us were novices, obviously the chamber music 
coordinator had matched ‘like with like’, and the only assistance we received was a set of 
music scores and the allocation of a room in which to rehearse. It was a frustrating couple 
of hours because none of us knew how to approach playing together in such a small 
group, and I am surprised that we were expected to accomplish the task without help. How 
different might it have been had we had the benefit of a more knowledgeable person’s 
expertise? I can see now that there was an underlying belief that if we were good players 
individually, that we would be good ensemble performers, ignoring a whole sub-set of skills 
that needed to be developed. David’s encounter had been significantly positive because 
he had been supported immediately by more proficient performers, and it prompted me to 
reflect on the way we introduce young people to ensemble and chamber music 
performance.  
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Playing in an ensemble is both a musical and social activity for musicians and, in general, 
ensembles such as orchestras and choirs embrace performers of varying ages and 
abilities. Even in professional ensembles, there are varying abilities evidenced in a 
hierarchy of leadership positions and selection for solo work that indicates a higher level of 
expertise compared to other members of the group. Sometimes it is necessary to create 
one ensemble that is widely diverse in age and ability because there is a small pool of 
musicians available, and when I first joined my school orchestra when I was in year six, I 
was playing with other instrumentalists who were in year twelve and who had advanced 
skills in orchestral playing. I felt as if I was being carried along on a wave of experience. 
On the other hand, student ensembles within big schools or community programs which 
need to accommodate large numbers of musicians are able to create multiple groups 
focused on a standardised model of homogenous age and ability. On the surface this 
seems to be good and it certainly works well socially to have young people of a similar age 
and stage grouped together. However, this kind of grouping denies beginner ensembles 
the benefit of the expertise of more advanced players. I regret now that I didn’t understand 
that when I was younger. When I was seventeen and playing in the QYO, I was asked to 
give up my position in QYO One to go to QYO Two as its leader. I was mortified, 
embarrassed, humiliated to have to step backwards, as I saw it, and leave the premier 
orchestra to play in a group with far less prestige. Perhaps it wasn’t explained well to me at 
the time, but I didn’t see it as the honour that it was meant to be. I now understand that the 
purpose was to give support to the less experienced orchestral players and to give me a 
leadership role.  
 
In multilevel ensembles, it is possible to create contexts for learning similar to the peak 
experience that David described but the opportunities may be lost to convenience over 
good pedagogy, or historical modes of operation that dictate how an ensemble will be 
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managed. I think my point is best illustrated by telling a story about Anna who I began 
teaching when she was five years old:  
Anna is possibly the best student that I have ever taught. She was quick to 
understand and implement everything we covered in lessons, she practised 
diligently, and she had strong family support. After she had been learning for about 
three years she decided that she wanted to join the junior string orchestra and I 
agreed that she was ready. We prepared for the auditions, which were very 
competitive, and she did so well that the conductor of the group contacted me to 
say what a wonderful young violinist she was and that she would be able to join at 
the beginning of the new season. She was only eight years old, so during the two 
months between the audition and the start of ensemble rehearsals, we talked about 
everything that I thought Anna would need to know to get started in the ensemble. I 
did the same with all of my pupils who were joining an ensemble for the first time. 
We spoke about seating charts and what it meant to be placed in ‘desk three’, for 
example; we covered what the inside and outside of a desk was and who was 
responsible for turning the pages; she knew the difference between first and second 
violins; I made sure that she could tune her own violin; we discussed some of the 
terminology that the conductor might use, and we talked about what to do if she 
couldn’t find her place in the music.  
 
On the first day, Anna was so excited that she hardly listened to anything I said in 
her lesson beforehand but I asked her to return after rehearsal to tell me about it. 
When she hadn’t arrived at the time that we arranged, I went looking for her and I 
eventually found her and her mother in a spare practice room. Anna was sobbing. 
Her mother beckoned me into the room and after a few moments Anna blurted out, 
“I’m hopeless. I’m never going back”. I knew enough not to try to reason with a very 
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upset eight year old, so instead I said, “Tell me what happened”. In between sobs 
she said, “I had no idea what was going on. Elisha (another new student) and I 
were in the very back desk of the second violins, I couldn’t see the conductor 
properly and we were so squashed up that I couldn’t use all of my bow. I couldn’t 
hear what she (the conductor) was saying either and she yelled when we didn’t 
start with everyone else. I was lost all the time”.  
 
I was sad that the rehearsal had been so devastating for Anna. She wasn’t upset because 
she couldn’t play the music, it was because the organisation of the rehearsal had left her 
feeling inadequate. In fact, she didn’t mention any of the music that they had played even 
though the object of the rehearsal should have been about making music with others. 
David spoke about being lifted into a different world of experience by playing with more 
advanced performers, and perhaps Anna could have felt the same, even in a small way, if 
the conductor had structured the rehearsal to nurture the newest members of the group.  
David talked to me about another event that had an overwhelming impact on him as a 
developing musician, and I want to include it here because, after inspiring young 
musicians for almost forty years, the program is under threat because of funding cuts. 
Since 2013, Education Queensland has sought private partnerships to allow the “MOST” 
(Musically Outstanding Students) Program to continue but the future is not secure 
(Queensland Government 2013).  
 
In 1983, David travelled from Townsville to participate in the first MOST music camp. That 
was so important for a hundred reasons, he said. MOST is a biennial residential music 
camp for up to eighty students from Queensland state secondary schools and many of the 
students who attend are from regional Queensland. The program is designed to extend 
instrumental music students by providing rehearsals, workshops and performances with 
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professional musicians. David recalled, I enjoyed the playing side of it, but it was also the 
first time I had ever sung in a big choir and to me the conductor was the greatest 
conductor in the world. I don’t know whether he was, but at the time he seemed like that. 
The singing experience in the MOST Camp was more memorable than the playing 
experience for me. As I have mentioned already, David went on to become a sought-after 
choral conductor and composer and he credited the MOST choral experience with 
awakening his interest in pursuing his music career.  
 
Like David, thousands of Queensland music students have benefitted from the opportunity 
to take part in MOST over the last thirty-four years and the nomination guidelines for 2017 
claim that many of those students “have gone on to a professional career in music as a 
performer, conductor, composer or educator” (Queensland Government n.d.). The 
influence of programs such as this one are rarely formally researched but, anecdotally, I 
know many musicians whose attendance at a MOST camp was a real inspiration to them.  
 
7.1.ii Music had affected me, changed my life  
Carmen didn’t consider becoming a musician until late in secondary school and she wasn’t 
even sure then that being a full-time musician was a viable career. It was much later in her 
life that a peak experience precipitated her current musical direction. When Carmen was 
sixteen she completed her grade eight piano exam and was subsequently offered a 
scholarship to attend the Royal College of Music, London. Although she didn’t take up that 
offer, it was only then that she realised that she could study music at university. After five 
years studying piano at Indiana University she still wasn’t sure in which direction she 
wanted to take her music, so she travelled to Australia to visit her parents. She started 
teaching and found what she was looking for.  
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As a student at Indiana University, Carmen had taken an elective in the psychology of 
music in which she learnt about teaching children with learning difficulties.  I started seeing 
relationships. Kids who had problems reading somehow, through learning piano, they were 
able to read better. So parents would say, “Carmen, what are you doing? Little Eva, she 
couldn’t read and now she’s much better.” And teachers would be ringing to ask if they 
could watch how I taught. Carmen was genuinely surprised that what she was doing was 
considered so innovative, and it initiated research and further study in the field. I did some 
research looking at how children learn to read and write and how they learn music and I 
found relationships between them. After completing a Master of Education, Carmen used 
music and piano teaching to help children become aware of sounds in words by using 
pitch discrimination techniques. And then one day someone asked me if I was a music 
therapist. I said, “No, I’m not,” but I went away and thought about it and I said to myself, 
“Why aren’t I a music therapist?” That was a moment that changed everything, and 
Carmen took a leap of faith and enrolled in a PhD in music therapy. Sometimes we have to 
listen to our inner voice. I had been thinking about changing my career, but then I thought 
“I still believe in music.” Music had affected me, changed my life, it has been a constant. 
Carmen will always make music in some way, but she has found another music pathway 
that better suits her current self and her personal philosophies. 
  
Carmen had discovered that musical identity can be fluid, and over time she had adjusted, 
embraced change, and accepted challenges that have led to her current musician self. 
Carmen’s adaptations support the social constructivist worldview of knowledge that human 
development is socially constructed through interaction with others, and that learning is an 
active process. Charles Handy (1995) recommended a ‘portfolio’ approach to life and work 
in which a lifespan consists of a collection of different activities like a share portfolio: “A 
part of that portfolio would be ‘core’, providing the essential wherewithal for life, but it 
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would be balanced by work done purely for interest or for a cause, or because it would 
stretch me personally, or simply because it was fascinating or fun” (Handy 1995, p. 71). 
Musicians have always been adept at creating portfolio careers because music jobs are 
neither plentiful nor stable and also, having been trained as performers, most musicians 
want to continue to make music in some way even if it isn’t in paid employment.  
 
Community orchestras, bands, and choirs are full of people who want to keep making 
music but need to have a ‘real’ job to pay the bills. Even those whose primary income is 
linked to playing their instrument will often have a sideline of teaching, 
composing/arranging, or examining, for example. I mentioned previously that none of the 
musicians that I spoke to for this project are currently what we would call ‘concert artists’, 
someone who would be giving concerts on an almost weekly basis both nationally and 
internationally. However, they have all combined a number of activities to create their own 
unique music portfolios.  
 
Roberts (1991) explored the idea that the meaning of ‘musician’ is a social construction, 
meaning that musical identity is in some way dependent on what others think, as well as 
being based on knowledge and skill. In performance music, musicians look for positive 
societal reactions from what they identify as important audiences such as peers and 
examiners to affirm their status as a musician. This is also supported by a view that 
prevails in the community that a musician is exclusively someone who has a high level of 
performance skill, and of course many people pursue excellence in performance. Music 
schools and popular music examples also perpetuate that idea by focusing predominantly 
on the status of musician-as-performer, which goes against the trend of creating portfolio 
careers in music. A wider view includes some of the roles that my storytellers have 
adopted during their musical lives: musician-as-teacher, researcher, composer, conductor, 
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therapist, administrator, author, historian, philanthropist, motivator, promoter, and so on. 
All are valuable and necessary musical roles.  
 
7.1.iii It was special, it was our life  
Csaba was inspired to play the cello by his father and his teacher, but his real passion for 
music seems to have been fuelled by performing. Maybe it is something to do with his 
personality. He is a larger-than-life, charismatic person with a heart as big as his cello. 
Everyone knows when Csaba is in the room; even when he has entered the building, and 
students are drawn to his boundless energy and enthusiasm for music. He keeps saying 
now that he is old, but to be honest, I haven’t noticed any change in his drive or his love of 
music. At a workshop recently, I heard someone say, “Csaba’s here. Better hold on tight, 
the tornado is about to hit.” In comparison, his brother Géza is so quiet that sometimes you 
don’t even realise that he is in the room. They complement each other perfectly.  
It is probably his big personality that made Csaba want to share his music with others 
through performing and even now, in his seventies, he just seems to come alive as soon 
as he sits behind his cello even if it is just to demonstrate a small teaching point. He also 
seems to have had a strong emotional response to music even as a young child and he 
recalled his grandmother singing a very sad song to him and how he asked her to stop 
because it was making him cry. That emotion emanates from him when he plays the cello 
or when he conducts an orchestra. From about the age of ten, Csaba played in concerts 
and competitions as a soloist. Every Sunday we would have some small concert, and then 
I started winning always the competition, every year, that was really a fantastic feeling.  
Csaba told me that performing provided the motivation to keep improving. He recalled that 
he didn’t feel any pressure when he played because he performed so often and, as a 
young boy, he liked the fact that the first prize was money. It’s not surprising that 
performance is an integral part of the Colourstrings™ curriculum, and children are 
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encouraged to perform weekly in group lessons from the initial stages. Ensemble 
performance is a natural progression and is introduced early through specially written and 
achievable chamber music. It’s different from the way I was introduced to performing 
where you had to wait for your teacher to deem you proficient enough to be selected to 
play solo in public. There was no continuum on which to progress, or a transition from low-
risk situations to ultimately a high stakes performance, and because opportunities were 
rare, there was no chance to actually practise how to perform. Unlike Csaba, I feared solo 
performances and Helen expressed the same sentiment.  
 
The Szilvay Quartet became well known in Hungary and after it won the Hungarian 
National Competition, it was able to travel abroad on concert tours. Csaba recalled, when 
we won the first prize with our chamber music group, we became famous because it was 
broadcast on TV in Hungary. The successes fed the fire of performance and the quartet 
completed many tours, three of which were to Finland. Csaba’s success in Finland 
resulted in his invitation to join an orchestra in Helsinki. Hungary was still under communist 
rule in the 1960s and so Csaba had to get special government permission to take up the 
position. Permission was granted, and ultimately the move to Finland changed the 
direction of Csaba’s music career despite some early difficulties. On the second day that 
he was in the orchestra the Finnish players announced that they would not play because 
Csaba was from Hungary. At that time Russia and Finland were not on good terms 
politically, and because Hungary was aligned with Russia, they didn’t want him there. It 
was a significant, emotional event that caused considerable anguish and disruption to his 
plans for a new life as an orchestral player. After working briefly in Germany, Csaba 
accepted a teaching job at a regional conservatorium in Finland, and after taking up that 
position he decided he wanted to be a teacher. Then later, after six years, I came to 
Helsinki where Géza was teaching so that we could work together with Colourstrings™. 
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And then we built the orchestra, Helsinki Junior Strings. I asked Csaba if there had been 
any particular time when he had realised that he really loved music and that he wanted to 
be a musician. He looked at me curiously and said, of course, always, from the very 
beginning. I believe him.  
 
7.1.iv This is what I’ve been trying to achieve  
When I listened to Jim’s story, it was obvious that there had been incidents throughout his 
childhood and adolescence that had slowly been fanning the embers of his love of music 
and his desire to make music himself. Sloboda (2005) found that experiences of positive 
internal significance often occur before someone starts having formal music lessons and 
they can often be a catalyst for someone requesting lessons on a particular instrument. 
When I was teaching early childhood music classes I would introduce the four and five 
year olds to keyboard activities, and I would take them to a choir rehearsal so that they 
and their parents could see the possibilities that were opening up to them. The most 
popular activity was when I would let them play with several tiny violins and they would 
‘read’ the Colourstrings© music together as an ensemble. For many children, it was 
enough to encourage an interest in learning a musical instrument, and for some it was 
unforgettable. Elizabeth’s mother always reminds me that, from the first time she touched 
the violin in her music class, Elizabeth insisted that she had to have violin lessons. She 
has never wavered in her total dedication to the violin fourteen years later.  
 
Due to the long lead time in Jim’s case, he recounted several events that steered him 
towards wanting to learn the organ, but even then he hadn’t considered music as a career 
and had already decided to study business when he finished school. Apart from the music 
that was around him at home, Jim’s peak experiences of music all relate to musical 
performances that inspired him, and all of the ones that he mentioned involved hearing the 
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organ being played. He was inspired when his mother started playing organ in the church. 
As I mentioned earlier, he also remembered hearing the trumpet and the organ played 
together at his elder brother’s wedding when he was about eleven years old. He 
remembered thinking about how many different sounds the organ could make and then the 
clear sound of the trumpet playing over the top. I remember the magnificent, resonant 
sound too because the trumpeter was a friend of mine from the youth orchestra and 
probably the best one in Brisbane at that time. Jim was fortunate to hear an excellent 
performance in a beautiful, acoustic space that has stayed in his memory.  
 
Another excellent performance that Jim heard is one that I have already written about in 
this thesis. It was when he was in high school and he heard two of the best organists in 
Australia play the Brisbane City Hall’s pipe organ. That pipe organ is still considered to be 
one of the best in Australia and once again Jim was fascinated by the sounds that the 
organ could create. What one person could do with that instrument? That stands out in my 
memory. Extraordinary, and they played popular music as well as what you’d expect. That 
school concert I remember vividly and coming out of there and thinking I’d really love to do 
that. It was about the same time that Jim heard a friend playing an electronic organ at his 
home, and he decided that he wanted to have lessons.  
 
The events that I have described here all occurred before Jim started to learn the organ, 
but there was one major event that happened after he had been learning for several years 
that changed his career. Jim had been working in sales with a large company until a 
disagreement with management saw him without a job. After not being able to find 
employment for quite a while he answered an advertisement for a position selling organs 
and pianos. It was a trial thing and I thought well, until I can get another job, this will do. 
What started off as a six-week trial ended up being six years in that job, and the beginning 
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of a career in the music industry. If Jim hadn’t been able to play, and if he hadn’t known 
anything about pianos and organs, he wouldn’t have been able to get that job. That’s 
where it started and I discovered how much I loved it. Jim went on to establish his own 
music business and his career has been in music ever since.  
 
While many people might only associate organ music with church, Jim has very eclectic 
tastes and he can easily switch from playing a hymn, to entertaining our elderly uncle with 
songs he remembers from his youth, to playing the latest popular music. He has a 
particular interest in theatre organ music, which was written in the early part of the 
twentieth century to accompany silent movies and he is a member of the Theatre Organ 
Society of Australia. There have been various attempts at reviving the silent movie 
experience, and I can remember going to a showing of the Peter Pan movie with full organ 
accompaniment in Brisbane’s Regent Theatre just before it was closed. Given that we 
don’t have silent movies anymore and that most of the beautiful old cinemas have 
disappeared, I asked Jim how he had become interested in theatre organs. He said, I went 
to hear a performance one time. I didn’t really know what to expect, again a vivid memory. 
Jim was attracted to the whole theatrical experience as he watched the organist ‘ride’ the 
console as it rose up out of the orchestra pit. I remember the white and gold console. The 
organist was playing a march and they put a colour wheel up, the audience was clapping 
in time, and then the console descended majestically down into the pit and I remember 
very clearly thinking, “I am going to do that.” And have you? I asked. Yes. I have brought 
the console up playing and taken it down, in front of an audience so yeah, I have fulfilled 
that. 
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7.1.v Go bravely and you can make change   
Géza achieved considerable performance success as the leader of the Szilvay Quartet so 
I was surprised when he said that he was afraid of performing alone. As the creator of 
Colourstrings™ he is constantly touring the world, presenting at conferences and giving 
workshops in several languages, and he always seems to be at ease during presentations. 
As the director of the Helsinki Strings he conducted the orchestra for hundreds of concerts 
and recordings without feeling overly anxious, but he remembered being afraid of music 
examinations when he was a young boy. He recalled that the examinations were rigid and 
overwhelming and that his teacher was quite threatening in the lead-up to the 
examinations. I wanted to please my teacher. Sure. I think so I wanted to please my father. 
My mother was happy when I was doing well, so I did it to please my mother. I don’t 
remember if I wanted to please myself. But definitely I was afraid of the examinations. He 
only remembered two early exams before the fear set in and then returned year after year. 
Later on he found it threatening to be on stage. However, his fear of performing alone lead 
him to become a teacher rather than a performer and as a teacher, he has always tried to 
downplay the role of the examinations in the musical development of children. 
Examinations can provide a goal to work towards or they can be a benchmark against 
which we measure growth, but they can just as easily turn into an obstruction that hinders 
progress. Géza said, it did not stop me but I always knew that I would be afraid.  
 
Despite his fear of solo performance, Géza couldn’t be more dedicated to the violin or his 
role as a violinist and violin pedagogue. He told me that his very wise father helped to 
confirm his identity as a violinist during his teenage years. Géza and Csaba had what they 
both described as very normal lives of which music was just one part. They climbed trees, 
played football, and were generally very active and all without breaking any bones that 
would have prevented them from practising. We were outside most of the time, and in 
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winter too. We did lots of music and lots of physical activity. Moving, doing all the time. 
Very active people. Organised sport only came after the Hungarian revolution in 1956, but 
their father wasn’t keen on his boys joining sporting clubs and competing because it would 
take time away from their music practice. Despite that, both boys became competitive 
snow skiers in their teens and they wanted to attend training camps in the mountains. 
Their father was opposed to them going to camp but he didn’t prohibit it, and eventually he 
said that they could go but with one condition attached, they had to take their musical 
instruments with them and practise while they were there. Now imagine, Géza said, that 
you are a violinist and a cellist and you are going with a group of young people who are 
so-called cool people, talking cool, behaving cool, and there are two others coming with a 
cello and a violin. We had to be so strong.  
 
Some of the skiers came to listen to them practising, and slowly they began to accept the 
two people who dared to be different from everyone else. They saw that you could be 
good skiers and also be musicians, and Géza and Csaba brought a level of cultural 
understanding to the group. Some of their skiing friends even attended concerts that the 
Szilvay Quartet gave in the ensuing years. Géza said, I always tell my pupils that they 
should go bravely and you can change the atmosphere and don’t be afraid that you are a 
violinist or a cellist. No, identify with it, embrace it. Naturally it was not easy, but their father 
had compelled them to stand up for what they believed in, and in doing so they realised 
how important music was to them. Géza said thoughtfully, our authoritarian father, how 
wise he was.  
 
Many young people struggle with their musical identity in the face of teasing, bullying, or 
because of a feeling of isolation within a friendship group in which no one else plays a 
musical instrument. Géza spoke to me about wishing that he had played the guitar when 
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he was at school because it would have made him seem more ‘cool’ in the eyes of the 
other students, and I can still remember hiding my violin in the luggage rack as I got on the 
bus to go home after school and then surreptitiously retrieving it as I alighted at my stop. It 
was a way of avoiding a lot of jokes at my expense, but thankfully as I got older, I came to 
accept and revel in my musical identity. Helen and I both credit belonging to the youth 
orchestra community as the source of our confidence, and it’s interesting that both of us 
still have more friends from our relatively short time in the orchestra than we do from 
twelve years of schooling with virtually the same cohort of students through all of that time.  
 
Evans (2015) reported that identity is developed on multiple levels. At an individual level a 
child might identify with what they are good at, for example playing a musical instrument, 
and at a relational level they might see themselves in terms of the ties that they have with 
others such as fellow musicians. Evans (2015) posits that, “At the collective level, identity 
involves those aspects of one’s self that set them apart from others, such as identifying 
with other musicians as distinct from sportspeople, or as a musical theatre specialist rather 
than a metal guitarist” (p. 331). This is what Géza was talking about when he said, the 
orchestra (The Helsinki Strings) socialised the children. The orchestra made trips together 
and we mixed together. We were friends, the parents were friends. The orchestra made 
the atmosphere. The Helsinki Strings provided the situation, continuity, and interaction for 
experience that reinforced the musical identity of its members (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000). The musicians whose stories I collected spoke about all of these kinds of 
relationships: the elation after a great performance; self-doubt when progress was not 
easy or identity was challenged by others; the support of family members or teachers; and 
the sense of belonging and understanding that came from being part of a collective of like-
minded people. Additionally, the musical journeys were enhanced sometimes by deeply 
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rewarding experiences of a complex nature called peak experiences (Sloboda, 1991b) that 
inspired growth and strengthened the connection with music.  
 
Coda  
Evans (2015) found that “the pressures of public performance, niggling doubts about one’s 
abilities, the social and emotional challenges faced throughout childhood and 
adolescence, and competing interests from other activities ” (p. 325) could all be 
implicated in the loss of motivation to persist in playing a musical instrument. Motivation, or 
the reasons why people do the things they do, is at the heart of the research that I have 
undertaken for this project because I wanted to know why musicians pursue music, in all of 
its forms, as an occupation. In this chapter, I have retold accounts of peak experiences 
that are all unique in their nature and in the effect on each storyteller. Whaley, Sloboda, 
and Gabrielsson (2008) observed that peak experiences in music are “powerful, valued, 
have lasting effects and for some, are a reason for continued engagement with music” 
(n.p.). The stories of peak experience that I have retold here reinforce my understanding 
that they are often everyday occurrences that require no specific context to be memorable. 
They may occur through any genre of music and be generated by both playing and 
performing (Whaley et al. 2008). As a teacher, the most difficult part about understanding 
the phenomenon of peak experience is the realisation that it can’t be planned for or it can’t 
be made to happen. In fact, the word that came to my mind often when listening to the 
stories of significant and influential memories was ‘serendipity’. As with most educational 
journeys, teachers can guide students through a range of opportunities for learning, but 
how they are perceived and received is an individual response.  
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CHAPTER 8: ALWAYS MUSIC 
 
Prelude  
 
I have just come home from a concert of organ and vocal music that was held at the 
church that I attended from when I was born to when I left home to live interstate. I 
was baptised there, and although I went to school somewhere else, so much of my 
childhood and youth were spent in activities associated with that parish church. It’s 
now about seventeen years since I visited to perform a concert with my choir from 
Australian Catholic University, but it still feels very familiar to me. I noticed that the 
interior has been repainted and I don’t like the colours that were chosen, and 
instead of the old hymn boards that indicated which hymn to look up in the hymn 
book, there are now large television screens everywhere that display the words for 
everyone to follow. I know that hard copy hymn books are now relics of the past in 
most churches and I understand that it is much easier to maintain the computer 
screens than multiple copies of expensive books, but I miss them. I used to love 
getting lost in the pages of the hymn book during Mass. Maybe I should have been 
listening to the homily or meditating, but I used to enjoy flicking through the pages 
and finding my favourite hymns, and as I got older I would try to sight-sing 
unfamiliar hymns inside my head to see what they sounded like. It probably 
improved my inner hearing but I didn’t know what that was at the time.  
 
As I sat in the church and listened to the beautiful music this afternoon I was 
overcome by the musical associations and connections inside that one building at 
one point in time, and it is the reason that I wanted to write this diary note. The 
concert was organised by my brother Jim. He supplied and installed the organ that 
we were listening to. It was the church where my mother played the organ for over 
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twenty years and where Jim and my sister Helen also played for church services. 
Our mother’s funeral was held in this church and that memory is still strong due in 
part to the music that was performed that day. Members of my choir at that time 
came together to sing music that reflected my mother’s deep love of music and her 
life-long dedication to it. We also sang her favourite hymns. Feeling her presence in 
the church that she loved, I reflected on the fact that she was certainly the strongest 
musical influence on all of her children. This was the church where Jim played the 
organ for the first time in public and it was because of Mum’s encouragement and 
support. This church was also the place where I heard a choir sing in parts for the 
first time and where I was captivated when listening to Mozart’s “Ave Maria” sung 
one Christmas Eve.  
 
At the concert today, I was sitting with my older brother Graham who encouraged 
me to sing and play guitar with him when I was a teenager and who used to send 
me records when he lived in America during the 1960s. His daughter is a musician 
and is currently performing on stage in a musical production. Carmen’s niece was 
the vocal soloist and she is studying organ and voice at university. She is the 
daughter of Carmen’s sister Connie, also a musician, whose support urged Carmen 
to persevere with her piano lessons even when it was an unpleasant experience. 
Carmen and Connie’s mother was in the audience to hear her granddaughter sing 
and I couldn’t help noticing that her influence, like my mother’s, seemed to be 
multigenerational as well. Nancy’s family had been musical and she had passed on 
that love of music to her daughters and granddaughter even though she hadn’t 
played a musical instrument herself. I kept hearing Carmen’s words as she had 
talked with me about her mother singing and whistling around the house, playing 
records, noticing that Carmen was interested in learning the piano and organising 
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lessons, and taking the girls to concerts. I wondered if she realised how influential 
she had been.  
 
In the audience was an organist who had inspired Jim when he heard him play 
almost forty years ago. He is now in his eighties and still performing. The same 
person had conducted the orchestra at the first music camp that Helen and I 
attended when we were in high school and it was he who introduced us to the idea 
of joining the youth orchestra. I often run into people I know when I go to concerts 
because Brisbane is a small place musically, however, today there seemed to be so 
many associations with my research and the people who have told me their stories 
that I wanted to draw all of the threads together. Was it a coincidence that I had 
been teaching Colourstrings™ all morning before I went to the concert? My 
students and I had been talking about Géza and Csaba as we played 
Colourstrings© materials, and we had played some pieces from a book that David 
has written. Perhaps I couldn’t escape the pull of music even if I wanted to. As 
Csaba said when I asked him if he had ever considered another career he said, 
Never. Always music.  
 
I have included this narrative here because it illustrates the interconnectedness of 
relationships and situations at particular times in musicians’ lives. Just as sports people, or 
medical experts, necessarily associate with those who have similar occupations, so do 
musicians, and collaboration aimed at accomplishing a particular goal such as a 
performance, further cements those relationships. At the beginning of this project, I wanted 
to understand the way in which early musical experiences may contribute to a sustained 
and lifelong engagement with music. By collecting musicians’ stories about their formative 
musical experiences I found out more about how those experiences shaped their 
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characteristics, beliefs and goals as they progressed into careers in music. I learnt from 
the continuity and wholeness of each storyteller’s life experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000) and such knowledge has implications for communities, organisations and families 
interested in music education contexts. It also brings into focus the tension between 
agency and structure in music education and in particular, in the context of learning to play 
a musical instrument. Géza spoke to me about the fact that as a young child he hadn’t 
chosen to learn the violin. Instead, his father had chosen the instrument for him. However, 
Géza didn’t resent his father’s choice but rather he embraced the opportunity that he was 
given, and playing and teaching the violin subsequently became his lifelong career. Apart 
from Jim, the other storytellers recalled similar contexts related to beginning instrumental 
instruction and all had progressed satisfactorily along a pathway to a music career despite 
not having made the initial decision for themselves. Jim made an autonomous decision to 
learn the organ when he was older and more independent.   
 
The narratives that I have re-told in this thesis have related influences that encouraged 
each storyteller’s engagement with music through personal and social interaction at a 
particular time in a life and in specific and individual places, echoing the three-dimensional 
narrative inquiry space proposed by Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p. 49). I chose the title 
of this thesis, “Lighting the Fire”, to reflect the multifaceted information that I was hoping to 
find by listening to the stories of six people who have made music their careers. My aim 
was to discover what sparked that first interest in music and then to explore the question of 
who or what fanned the flame and kept the fire burning. From my point of view, the title 
has an emotive connotation that goes beyond fact collecting and situates the research in 
socio-cultural contexts. Although the way in which each person acquired the knowledge 
and skills to become a musician was an important part of the questions I was asking, I was 
more deeply interested in the social and emotional atmospheres that accompanied that 
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development, and in the perceptions of people who had persisted with music throughout 
their lives. 
 
8.1 Performing the fugue: Summary  
 
In chapter three, I compared narrative research to a musical fugue with its complex 
structure and interweaving themes. I explored the notion that, in narrative research, the 
researcher is also identifying many lines or threads that become longer and more 
prominent themes as the story continues. A fugue, like narrative research, is a complex 
composition that sometimes defies definitive analysis of its many themes and their 
interactions. The refrains might come from a variety of voices, but all of the elements come 
together in a whole that perhaps finds a sense of order, out of apparent disorder, and 
serves to create “a new sense of meaning and significance with respect to the research 
topic” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 42). In this research, I set out to identify themes 
within the stories I collected and to weave them into a whole that might inform 
understanding about socio-cultural influences on engagement with music. I offer my 
conclusion.  
 
Not everyone who learns a musical instrument wants to become a professional musician 
but research such as this can inform teaching practice by giving voice to the 
understandings of those who have successfully gone before. It can also shed light on the 
environments that are best for optimising engagement and facilitating learning. Géza 
remarked to me that he didn’t expect all of his students to become musicians, but he 
wanted to ensure that they would have that option if they chose to do so. In other words, 
he wants his students to be proficient enough to continue music at a higher level if they 
wish to, but they also need to have found the fire to want to make music a lifelong pursuit. I 
asked six musicians to tell me about their formative music experiences in order to try to 
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understand how those encounters shaped their beliefs and goals as musicians, and my 
interest in the notion of persistence or avoidance in music education led me to reflect also 
on my own musical involvements. Accountability is a strong theme in my teaching practice, 
and in pursuing high quality, positive, and effective music education experiences for 
children, I need to know what works.  
 
I have written about the outcomes of this research in the previous three chapters, so I will 
take the opportunity here to summarise some of the rich information disclosed to me by 
musicians. I was reminded with each story that I listened to that the social context of 
learning is critical for sustaining motivation to develop musical skills (Moore et al. 2003). 
Each storyteller spoke about family members and familial circumstances that exerted a 
powerful influence on the musical engagement of their members, and all told of particular 
pivotal family members, commonly a parent or grandparent, who both inspired and 
supported musical engagement. They all reported positive environments where family 
members sang or played music together, and their narratives of focused family support are 
corroborated by research evidence and the published accounts of other musicians’ life 
stories. Cole (2017) states that the relationship between social structure and agency is an 
ever-evolving alliance and this is borne out in these stories as each person spoke about 
developing their sense of independence and autonomy with regard to progressing with 
their performance goals. Even when the journey was difficult, they spoke of wanting to do 
well for their personal satisfaction, rather than as a result of the pressure of external 
factors.  
 
Related to the family milieu, I found that only one of the storytellers, my brother Jim, had 
chosen the instrument that he subsequently learned to play. For all of the others, including 
myself, an instrument had been proposed and lessons arranged by one of the ‘pivotal’ 
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family members. As most of the characters in my study were under the age of eight when 
they began lessons, and because of additional support and encouragement, each person 
had accepted the status quo and been happy with the choice that had been made for 
them. None of the musicians had changed instruments during their careers even though 
the focus of their work may have varied. Jim, being sixteen when he began organ lessons, 
was the only one who had chosen the instrument that he learned. Géza mentioned that 
parenting is different today and that families are now more democratic about the activities 
that children engage in. He said, the father and the mother have to be different with each 
child because each child is different, and you have to sometimes be diplomatic and 
smuggle in the music if you believe that music makes better. His clear meaning was that if 
parents take a passive role with regard to introducing music activities, children may miss 
opportunities to learn.    
 
In chapter six, I re-told stories of valuable and respected relationships outside of the home 
that contributed to the growth of a passion for music. It was mostly instrumental teachers 
that were discussed in this light, but Géza and Csaba also spoke about the remarkable 
music education that they received in school in Hungary that supported their instrumental 
development. Reflecting on the value of their comprehensive Kodály-inspired music 
education, they both believed that their progress had been enhanced and accelerated by 
the formal structuring of their music knowledge. The other storytellers hadn’t experienced 
the same comprehensive music education and had been obliged to rely on irregular music 
theory classes to supplement their instrumental lessons. There was a general consensus 
amongst the musicians that the lack of a general music education could delay the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills.  
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Each person in my study reported the development of intrinsic motivation or agency early 
in their tuition and no one remembered being forced to practice. As developing and 
sustaining motivation is one of the most difficult facets of learning to play a musical 
instrument (Evans, 2015), being self-directed at a young age is a distinct advantage. It was 
difficult to ascertain whether this self-determination was as a result of excellent teaching, 
good role models at home and in the community, or personality traits, and it is possible 
that developing motivation is a result of a number of factors working together. Some of the 
musicians had overcome difficulties with uncaring or inadequate teaching, but they also 
thought that positive beliefs and values that they had absorbed as children had assisted 
them to navigate those later negative experiences.  
 
It is not surprising to me that all of the musicians spoke about the strong influence of 
making music together with others within the family, in chamber music ensembles, or in 
community music groups. Everyone spoke of creating music with others as a source of joy 
and inspiration, and in some cases, becoming a member of a performing ensemble had 
positively influenced the pursuit of musical goals. Being part of a music performance or 
listening to a live performance of music was also implicated in involvement in what 
Sloboda (1991b) called ‘peak experiences’ in music. These unusual and deeply rewarding 
incidents of a complex emotional and/or intellectual nature have the capacity to motivate 
novices to pursue further musical engagement, and the storytellers here remembered 
musical occasions that had significantly influenced their choice of a music career.  
 
8.2 Recommendations  
 
By talking with musicians, I have become aware of the importance of considering the 
socio-cultural environments of students in instrumental music programs and the way those 
milieux might contribute to successful music engagement and learning. The very first 
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consideration is concerned with making opportunities available for children to engage with 
music generally, and then to engage with learning a musical instrument. The decision to 
offer music lessons to children often stems from family cultural values and the importance 
that parents and other family members place on musical activities. Is it possible that 
inclusive music classes in early childhood that are positive and affirming might equip 
families with the knowledge and confidence to pursue further music opportunities? This is 
one of the questions that absorb me as I bring this study to a close.  
 
There are other questions too. If a child begins instrumental music lessons how might 
music teachers encourage the co-operation of parents or other family members in 
programs that traditionally have existed without agreed family support? Could the use of 
technology and online formats substitute for parental attendance at weekly instrumental 
lessons? Géza Szilvay recently completed filming a series of Colourstrings™ violin 
lessons that used Polycom and synchronous teaching to reach students all around the 
world. The series is used as a teacher resource, but I think a parent and family series for 
any teaching method could be successful, especially in the early stages of learning an 
instrument when correct posture and handling of the instrument is crucial.  
 
From my conversations, it would seem that the support of an expert but caring teacher is 
vital in the early stages of learning. The demeanour of the teacher may be even more 
important than the curriculum that is used in terms of encouraging lifelong persistence. 
Following on from this, it seems significant that teachers offer students opportunities for 
socialisation in age and stage appropriate ensembles, and for regular, non-threatening 
performance experiences from the beginning stages. The stories that I was told 
demonstrated that positive music performance involvement can trigger peak experiences 
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for developing musicians, and be a source of inspiration and motivation to continue 
learning an instrument.  
 
How can the important people in a young person’s life “light the slow fuse of possibility” 
(Greene, 2001, p.146) that will encourage long-term engagement with music? This was 
the question that stimulated my search for knowledge to inform teaching practice related to 
environments and conditions that promote music engagement. The knowledge gained 
through this study contributes to educational research and practice by connecting 
authentic stories of success with current thinking and future practice. I am reminded again 
of Evan’s (2009) claim that a large number of students participate in music activities at 
school but relatively few experience rewarding musical participation as adults. My study 
adds to a growing body of research in music education that suggests that interpersonal 
relationships and supportive cultures may contribute to lighting the fuse of possibility that 
grows to a fire later in life. Narrative research doesn’t set out to answer specific questions 
or to quantify reactions to questions, but it provides a space for conversations about 
relevant issues to take place and for questioning to occur. I have been inspired and 
enlightened by engaging in conversations with six highly respected musicians and I am 
grateful for the insights they shared with me. Their stories are unique, but their combined 
knowledge contributes richly to our understanding of best practice in teaching music.  
 
Postlude   
I was holding my grandson for the first time, really holding him this time. George, 
my first grandchild, had been born six weeks early and he had spent the first three 
weeks of his life in intensive care. I met him when he was about twenty-four hours 
old but because he was a premature baby, I could only hold him for a few minutes 
to have a photograph taken with him. As soon as he was discharged from the 
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hospital, I couldn’t wait to get back to Sydney to visit him at home. So here I was 
holding him, talking to him, and singing to him. It was instinctive, just as it had been 
with my own children. 
It made me think about what Judith Johnson, the eminent Australian music 
educator, had said in the keynote address of the National Kodály Conference in 
Brisbane in 2016. She started her address by saying that although she had put a lot 
of time into thinking about the topic that she would choose to speak about, she 
hoped that she wouldn’t disappoint lots of people with her choice. She said, “I have 
chosen to speak about my grandmothers.” I wasn’t disappointed by her choice; 
instead, I was excited to hear what she had to say. Judith described her paternal 
grandmother as being an adorable person who “just made you feel safe and loved,” 
and she talked about how, before she went to school, she would spend one day a 
week at her grandmother’s home. She then went on to describe a typical day with 
her grandmother:  
As she worked at her kitchen table making the bread for the family, I had my own 
spot at the end, and as we worked she would chant, “Pat a cake, Pat a cake, 
Baker’s man,” and at my end of the table I would, “Pat it and prick it,” on my own 
little piece of dough as the daily chore was done.  
No matter what we were doing she always seemed to have a rhyme or a song 
which would make the chore go more quickly. So when the washing up was being 
done it was, “Wash the dishes, dry the dishes.” When the laundry was the chore it 
was, “Rub a dub dub,” and so the day passed quickly.  
In the afternoon, she would take me up on her lap in the big rocking chair on the 
front verandah. I can still feel her work-worn hands around me and I can still hear 
her singing softly in my ear as we waited for my parents to collect me. She was not 
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a trained teacher, but she taught me more about the love of children’s rhyme and 
song than anyone else in my life.  
 
As I cradled George, I was thinking about what Judith had said and I wondered if I 
could be the kind of grandmother that would make him feel ‘safe and loved’. My son 
and his family live interstate and, for the time being, I won’t be able to see my 
grandson regularly, certainly not every week. I had already made a playlist of music 
for him to listen to and he had been reacting to the different tone colours, tempi, and 
dynamics every time the music was played. In fact, he really seemed to enjoy 
marching music.  
 
George started to get a little restless so I wandered up the hallway to where it was 
quieter, and I started singing to him. He responded straight away and even looked 
up into my face while I sang and told him funny rhymes. I sang songs that I had 
sung to my children when they were babies and we danced together to the beat. He 
loved “Ring a Rosie” and “Here we go round the Mulberry Bush”, and I started him 
on his Colourstrings© song repertoire straight away with “Mr. Sun”, and “Candle 
Burning Bright”. I have an endless supply. After about five minutes my son called 
out to me, “Mum, George is very quiet. What are you doing?” I replied, “I’m singing 
to him. I want him to remember me.”  
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APPENDIX 
Appendix 1. Stimulus Questions/discussion points for face-to-face interviews  
 
The interviewees will be people who have engaged with music (performance, education, 
research, composition) as their principal career.  
Questions will be grouped into four categories relating to: 
1. Musical beginnings - Individual experience  
2. Family  
3. Learning  
4. Other life experiences 
1. Musical beginnings - Individual experience   
a) Can you tell me about your earliest experience of music?  
b) What opportunities for listening and/or music making were offered to you as a young 
child?  
c) Who do you associate with your happiest memories of music in your early childhood 
years? (Birth to approximately seven years)  
d) Can you recall a “conscious moment” when you realised that you loved music?  
e) Can you recall a “pivotal” moment or experience that encouraged your music 
involvement?  
2. Family  
a) Was your family and/or extended family interested in music?  
b) Was music valued by your immediate family?  
c) Do you remember there being regular musical activity in your family? 
d) Did your parents sing or play a musical instrument?  
e) Did any of your siblings sing or play a musical instrument?  
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3. Learning  
a) At what age did you begin structured or formal music lessons? What form did this 
take?  
b) What influenced your decision to begin this type of music education?  
c) What kinds of support did you receive from family, friends etc?  
d) What did you love about your lessons or the instrument that you learned?  
e) Can you identify any examples of what you might call ‘informal’ learning?  
f) How did these complement your formal learning?  
4. Other life experiences 
a) What other activities did you engage in as a child e.g. sport, dancing, art?  
b) Have you continued with any of the other activities that you engaged in?  
c) Did you have or did you consider any other career to this point in your life?  
d) Have you ever regretted your decision to become a musician? 
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